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Introduction 


At  three  o’clock  one  morning  in  August  1957  I  encountered 
George  Bell,  Bishop  of  Chichester,  in  the  sordid  surround¬ 
ings  of  a  strike-bound  Idlewild  Airport  at  New  York.  All 
buses  were  affected  by  the  strike,  and  I  wondered  how  I  was 
to  get  to  the  city  at  that  unattractive  hour.  Naturally  a  car 
had  been  sent  to  meet  the  Honorary  President  of  the  World 
Council  of  Churches.  We  were  both  bound  for  the  central 
committee  meeting  at  Yale,  New  Haven.  Bishop  Bell  in¬ 
vited  me  to  share  his  car. 

As  we  drove  that  early  morning  through  the  suburbs  of 
New  York  and  past  the  garish  signs  of  the  used-car  lots  he 
began  to  speak  to  me  of  the  autobiography  that  he  hoped 
to  write.  Just  a  few  weeks  before  that  he  had  announced  his 
resignation  of  his  see.  It  was  known  that  he  had  preserved 
a  mass  of  materials  covering  his  life  since  in  early  manhood 
he  had  been  drawn  into  central  church  life  as  chaplain  to 
Randall  Davidson,  Archbishop  of  Canterbury.  Perhaps  this 
was  a  natural  activity  for  one  who  had  written,  in  his  two- 
volume  life  of  Davidson,  what  has  been  generally  acknow¬ 
ledged  to  be  the  greatest  ecclesiastical  biography  of  the 
century  and  one  of  the  finest  in  any  category.  The  writing 
of  his  autobiography  was  obviously  going  to  be  the  major 
interest  of  his  retirement  (alongside  his  continuing  service 
of  the  World  Council  of  Churches). 

He  told  me  on  that  car  journey  that  he  was  wondering 
whether  to  write  an  Anglican  or  an  ecumenical  autobio¬ 
graphy.  I  was  bold  enough  to  urge  him  that  it  must  be  both, 
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and  I  am  still  perplexed  as  to  how  the  possibility  of  such  a 
distinction  came  into  his  mind.  I  recall  how  eagerly  I  looked 
forward  to  that  volume  when  it  should  appear,  and  how 
strange  it  seemed  that  he  should  be  speaking  to  me  of  it, 
for  -  although  a  Free  Churchman  -  since  early  manhood 
I  had  been  inspired  by  Bell’s  Randall  Davidson,  which  had 
evoked  a  deep  interest  in  the  world  of  ecclesiastical  states¬ 
manship  and  in  the  relationship  between  Christian  leader¬ 
ship  and  the  secular  world. 

In  the  event  the  autobiography  was  never  to  appear.  He 
bade  farewell  to  his  diocese  in  the  autumn  of  the  year  of  our 
conversation.  In  the  August  of  the  following  year  I  heard 
him  preach  his  last  sermon,  at  Odense  in  Denmark.  A  few 
weeks  later  he  was  dead. 

The  materials  for  the  autobiography  became  available 
for  a  biography.  Norman  Sykes,  Dean  of  Winchester  and 
ecclesiastical  historian,  undertook  the  task;  but  he  died 
leaving  only  some  substantial  fragments  behind.  The  work 
was  then  undertaken  and  brought  to  successful  conclusion 
by  Canon  Ronald  C.  D.  Jasper.  His  George  Bell:  Bishop 
of  Chichester  was  published  by  the  Oxford  University  Press 
in  1967. 

It  was  a  strange  irony  that  Canon  Jasper  had  made  his 
name  as  an  ecclesiastical  biographer  by  his  admirable  and 
most  readable  life  of  Arthur  Cayley  Headlam,  sometime 
Bishop  of  Gloucester.  The  irony  lay  in  the  fact  that  Headlam 
had  been  himself  a  notable  figure  in  the  ecumenical  move¬ 
ment  on  the  Faith  and  Order  side,  but  the  most  doughty 
and  vociferous  opponent  of  the  creation  of  the  World 
Council  of  Churches,  of  which  Bell  was  to  be  the  chief 
Anglican  adornment.  Moreover,  the  grounds  on  which 
Headlam  opposed  the  creation  of  the  Council  -  that  the 
Churches  and  the  ecumenical  movement  would  thereby 
become  embroiled  in  unseemly  and  inappropriate  fashion 
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in  the  controversies  of  international  and  national  politics  - 
were  almost  the  very  grounds  on  which  Bell  would  have 
rested  his  advocacy  of  the  creation  of  the  Council.  What 
Headlam  feared,  Bell  believed  to  be  necessary  if  the  Chur¬ 
ches  were  to  be  related  seriously  to  the  life  of  men  and 
nations  today. 

At  no  point  was  this  divergence  more  sharp  than  in  re¬ 
gard  to  the  German  church  struggle.  Bell  was  the  sustaining 
friend  of  the  Confessing  Church:  Headlam  was  the  leading 
Christian  apologist  in  Britain  for  the  German  government. 

With  this  interesting  background  of  intimate  knowledge  of 
Headlam,  Bell’s  official  biographer  produced  a  book  that 
was  excellent  in  its  coverage  of  the  wide  range  of  Bell’s 
interests,  splendid  in  its  documentation,  and  judicious  in 
its  opinions.  The  question  nevertheless  has  remained  in  the 
mind  of  this  reader  (who  has  with  enjoyment  read  and  re¬ 
read  both  volumes)  whether  the  author  felt  an  equal  interest 
in  Bell  to  that  which  is  so  manifest  in  his  treatment  of  Head- 
am. 

Partly  we  may  account  for  this  by  the  fact  that  Headlam 
was  far  more  of  a  ‘character’,  as  the  world  understands  that 
word.  Dogmatic,  rude,  opinionative,  intellectually  arrogant 
-  there  was  a  dark  side  in  Headlam  to  give  the  contrasts 
;hat  make  a  biography  fascinate.  Bell  was  wise,  gentle, 
ihy  and  almost  forbiddingly  industrious.  There  was  nothing 
ibout  him  to  catch  the  public  attention,  and  no  idiosyn¬ 
crasy  of  temperament  to  attract  or  repel. 

The  fact  remains  that  Bell  was  a  far  more  significant 
igure  on  the  world  scene  and,  as  my  first  chapter  will 
indicate,  has  attracted  more  and  more  interest  in  the  years 
i:hat  have  followed  his  death.  Headlam  (although  almost 
wenty  years  older)  became  a  bishop  only  six  years  before 
!  Jell.  He  now  seems  like  a  figure  from  a  past  age:  Bell  point¬ 
ed  prophetically  to  an  age  yet  to  be. 
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This  short  study  will  therefore  concentrate  upon  the  things 
that  make  him  one  of  the  most  relevant  Christian  figures  of 
our  time.  Those  seeking  a  full  biographical  study  will 
naturally  turn  to  Canon  Jasper’s  book,  to  which,  not  least 
for  its  documentation,  I  am  obviously  most  deeply  indebted. 
Within  its  limits  this  short  book  is,  to  make  the  distinction 
made  by  Bell  himself  in  our  conversation  at  the  airport, 
‘ecumenical’  rather  than  ‘Anglican’.  That  does  not  mean 
that  I  am  forgetting  that  his  primary  work  for  twenty-eight 
years  was  that  of  an  Anglican  diocesan  bishop,  and  that 
before  that  he  was  successively  chaplain  at  Lambeth  and 
Dean  of  the  mother  church  of  the  whole  Anglican  com¬ 
munion  ;  but  the  chief  interest  of  Bell  to  most  people  today 
is  the  wider  Christian  work  he  did  from  that  base,  and  im¬ 
pelled  by  the  convictions  of  that  churchmanship. 

During  his  lifetime  George  Bell  symbolized  for  many  in 
the  fires  of  affliction  the  reality  of  the  Una  Sancta ,  the  world¬ 
wide  Christian  fellowship  that  was  unbroken  by  war  and 
other  human  evil.  In  the  years  that  have  followed  his  death 
the  significance  and  relevance  of  the  witness  he  bore  to  a 
world  still  tragically  divided  is  being  increasingly  realized 
by  many.  This  book  is  written  to  strengthen  that  realization. 
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1  The  Growth  of  a  Reputation 


A  prevalent  pattern  may  be  observed  regarding  the  public 
reputation  of  notable  men.  When  they  die  there  is  a  flurry  of 
interest  accompanied  by  somewhat  inflationary  obituary 
notices.  This  is  followed  by  a  long  period  of  total  neglect,  or 
even  by  a  radical  reshaping  of  reputation  under  a  barrage  of 
criticism.  There  seems  a  resolute  determination  to  cut  the 
reputation  ‘down  to  size’,  and  little  or  no  restraint  on  the 
voicing  of  savage  criticisms  that  were  held  in  check  during 
the  subject’s  lifetime  by  the  degree  to  which  he  had  comman¬ 
ded  public  support. 

The  subject  of  this  short  book  is  a  total  exception  to  all 
this.  His  reputation  has  grown  as  the  years  have  gone  by 
since  his  death  in  1958.  The  perspective  given  by  the  passing 
of  time  has  enabled  men  to  see  the  remarkable  degree  to 
which  this  Anglican  bishop  had  perceived  the  obligations  of 
Christian  obedience  in  the  mid-twentieth  century,  a  per¬ 
ception  which  also  pointed  to  the  nature  of  that  obedience 
in  the  decades  to  follow. 

This  establishment  of  reputation  is  primarily  a  British 
process.  Informed  Christians  elsewhere  in  the  world  had 
little  doubt  during  his  lifetime  that  George  Kennedy  Allen 
Bell  was  one  of  the  chief  glories  of  the  Ecclesia  Anglicana . 
His  tenure  of  the  ancient  see  of  Chichester  had  given  its 
name  a  shining  lustre  wherever  Christian  men  were  con¬ 
cerned  with  compassion  and  the  establishment  of  a  divine 
fellowship  which  should  transcend  the  tragic  divisions  and 
disorder  of  our  times.  His  office  as  Honorary  President  of 
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the  World  Council  of  Churches  was  not  just  the  indication 
of  the  measure  in  which  he  had  served  that  body,  and  the 
movements  which  had  brought  it  into  being,  but  of  his 
standing  as  an  international  Christian  leader. 

Strangely,  one  way  in  which  part  of  the  general  public 
became  aware  of  the  influence  which  Bell  had  exerted,  and  of 
the  representative  character  which  he  had  assumed,  was  his 
appearance  in  wholly  fictitious  guise  in  a  play  which  excited 
high  controversy.  The  controversy  concerning  Rolf  Hoch- 
huth’s  Soldiers 1  centred  on  the  fitness  or  otherwise  of  the 
National  Theatre  staging  a  play  which  made  the  unfounded 
assertion  that  General  Sikorski’s  death  in  an  air  crash  was 
an  assassination  to  which  Winston  Churchill  was  privy.  But 
interest  was  also  aroused  by  Hochhuth’s  use  of  Bell  as  the 
chief  protagonist  against  Churchill  in  the  final  scene  of  the 
play,  set  in  the  apple  orchard  at  Chequers,  a  garden  which 
is  intended  by  the  author  also  to  have  symbolic  meaning. 
His  prefatory  notes  before  this  act  begin  with  Bacon's 
words,  ‘God  Almightie  first  planted  a  Garden’. 

So  far  as  is  known  Churchill  never  met  Bell  in  any  more 
than  a  formal  and  ceremonial  way.  The  author  of  the  play 
admits  that  ‘the  meeting  with  the  prime  minister  probably 
only  took  part  in  our  imagination’.  The  dramatic  reasons 
for  Hochhuth’s  choice  of  such  a  protagonist  are  clear.  Bell 
by  his  speeches  in  the  House  of  Lords,  deploring  the 
deliberate  destruction  of  the  residential  zones  of  German 
cities  by  aerial  bombardment,  represented  the  most  vigorous 
challenge  being  given  by  anyone  right  within  the  establish¬ 
ment  to  the  government’s  military  policy.  This  senior 
bishop  could  not  be  dismissed  as  a  left-wing  hothead,  nor 
even  placed  in  that  niche  of  futile  idealism  that  the  British 
have  carved  out  for  the  absolute  pacifist.  Bell  was  not  a 
pacifist.  Nor  could  he  be  dismissed  as  a  ‘German-lover’. 
Although  he  was  deeply  convinced  that  there  was  another 
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Germany  than  that  of  the  Nazis,  he  had  been  alert  to  the 
vile  danger  that  Hitler  and  his  followers  represented  long 
before  the  majority  of  church  leaders.  He  had  discharged  in 
he  ecclesiastical  sphere  something  of  the  pre-war  role  of 
Churchill  himself  in  the  secular.  Like  Churchill  he  had  seen 
the  vileness  and  morally  retrogressive  character  of  Nazism 
for  what  it  was. 

‘George  Kennedy  Allen  Bell,  Bishop  of  Chichester, 
was  the  British  F6nelon’,  writes  Hochhuth,  while  going  on 
to  exculpate  Churchill  from  the  implication  of  being  like 
renelon’s  antagonist,  Louis  XIV.  This  is  a  grandiloquent 
statement  refuted  even  within  the  preface,  for  Churchill  was 
;ertainly  less  concerned  about  Bell’s  criticisms  than  Louis 
XTV  was  about  Fenelon’s. 

Hochhuth  also  says  that  Bell  ‘as  the  leading  figure  of  the 
!  Ecumenical  Council  at  Geneva  was  the  most  celebrated  of 
he  British  bishops’.  Was  this  true?  In  what  sense,  and  from 
■  vhose  point  of  view  ?  At  the  time  in  which  the  play  is  set  the 
embryonic  World  Council  of  Churches,  whose  constituting 
lirst  assembly  at  Amsterdam  was  still  three  years  away,  was 
utill  reeling  under  the  blow  dealt  to  it  by  William  Temple’s 
death.  It  is  no  exaggeration  to  say  that  all  other  bishops  in 
!  England  appeared  at  first  rather  like  foothills  surrounding  a 
!  ugh  mountain  which  had  catastrophically  disappeared.  At 
.Amsterdam  Bell  was  to  prove  a  natural  choice  for  the  chair¬ 
manship  of  the  all-important  central  committee;  but  that 
lime  was  not  yet. 

Hochhuth  here  is  writing  both  as  a  continental  European 
i  perhaps  specifically  as  a  German)  and  with  the  benefit  of 
:  lindsight.  Bishops  like  Fisher  and  Garbett  were  virtually 
unknown  on  the  international  scene;  Bell,  however  little 
i  icclaimed  as  a  notable  figure  by  the  British  public,  had  been 
deeply  involved  for  many  years  in  international  affairs  and 
i  n  the  relations  of  the  churches  on  the  Continent.  Moreover, 
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this  German  author  writing  in  the  mid-’sixties  could  see 
clearly  the  degree  to  which  Bell  stood  above  the  rest  of  the 
English  episcopate  both  in  prophetic  insight  and  in  being 
valiant  for  truth.  When  Hochhuth  wrote,  it  was  clear  that 
Bell  was  the  greatest  of  the  English  bishops.  It  may  be 
doubted  whether  this  would  have  commanded  universal 
assent  even  amongst  knowledgable  and  discerning  church¬ 
men  at  the  time  in  which  he  was  portrayed  within  that  play. 

Hochhuth’s  play  focused  attention  on  the  degree  to  which 
Bell  had  become  involved  during  the  war  in  the  whole 
question  of  our  relations  with  Germany.  His  speeches  in  the 
Lords  attacking  the  obliteration  policy  of  Sir  Arthur  Harris’ 
Bomber  Command,  or  the  official  government  demand  for 
unconditional  surrender,  in  so  far  as  they  attracted  public 
attention  at  the  time,  could  be  dismissed  as  impractical 
idealism.  Here  was  a  man,  it  could  be  suggested,  who  had 
failed  to  assess  the  vehemence  of  the  reaction  of  a  British 
civilian  population  that  had  survived  the  horror  of  nightly 
bombardment  only  to  find  itself  subject  to  the  daytime 
terror  of  Vis  and  V2s. 

When,  however,  a  book  like  David  Irving’s  Dresden 
revealed  what  had  in  fact  been  done  to  that  gloriously 
beautiful  city,  and  -  far  worse  -  to  its  inhabitants,  men  were 
bound  to  begin  to  reassess  the  witness  that  Bell  had  borne. 
There  has  also  been  increasing  evidence  of  the  small  degree 
to  which  such  inhumanity  did  in  fact  contribute  to  the  end¬ 
ing  of  the  war.  This  has  forced  a  reassessment  of  the  con¬ 
fidence  with  which  such  a  policy  was  advanced  as  realistic 
and  opposition  to  it  was  dismissed  as  a  weakening  form  of 
idealism. 

In  a  far  more  dramatic  way  Bell’s  name  has  constantly 
appeared  in  regard  to  one  of  history’s  great  ‘might-have- 
beens’  concerning  the  final  issue  of  the  last  war.  The  intense 
interest  that  the  Christian,  and  even  the  general,  public  has 
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shown  in  the  life  and  death  of  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer  has 
brought  Bell  into  a  fresh  prominence.  That  prominence 
derives  in  part  from  the  degree  to  which  Bell  is  seen  as  the 
English  ‘father-in-God’  to  this  young  German,  so  superbly 
gifted  intellectually  and  so  supremely  committed  spiritually. 
No  one  can  read  either  of  the  considerable  biographies  of 
Bonhoeffer  which  have  now  appeared  in  English2  without 
realizing  what  Bell  meant  to  Bonhoeffer  throughout  his 
mature  life.  It  is  in  regard  to  one  meeting  between  Bell  and 
Bonhoeffer  that  the  note  of  high  drama  in  this  biography 
appears. 

The  story  will  be  told  more  fully  in  a  later  chapter  of  how 
Schonfeld,  a  German  pastor  engaged  in  ecumenical  work  in 
Geneva,  and  then  Bonhoeffer  (each  with  no  knowledge  of 
the  other’s  visit),  came  to  see  Bell  during  a  war-time  visit  to 
Stockholm  to  reveal  to  him  the  existence  and  character  of  a 
strong  resistance  movement  in  Germany.  It  commanded  the 
support  of  some  noted  military  leaders,  but  was  above  all 
based  on  Christian  revulsion  against  the  bestialities  of  the 
Nazi  regime.  The  emissaries  called  for  some  indication  by 
the  British  government  that  there  would  be  a  genuine 
differentiation  of  treatment  between  a  Nazi  Germany  and 
one  in  which  forces  had  arisen  to  overthrow  Hitler  and  his 
followers.  Without  such  an  assurance  there  seemed  little 
point  in  men  running  the  appalling  risks  involved  in  seeking 
the  overthrow  of  their  country’s  government,  let  alone 
wrestling  with  the  psychological  problems  of  acting  in  ways 
which  could  be  described  as  traitorous  in  time  of  war. 

Bell  conveyed  the  information  to  Anthony  Eden  and 
sought  the  assurance.  None  was  forthcoming.  It  is  easy  to 
accuse  the  British  government  of  myopia  at  this  point. 
Certainly  the  correspondence  would  not  begin  to  loom  as 
large  in  Eden’s  mind  as  it  did  in  Bell’s.  The  government  in 
1942  had  enormous  problems  on  its  mind.  Again  the  origin- 
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al  reluctance  of  the  British  to  face  war  with  Germany 
meant  that,  once  the  decision  was  made,  there  was  little 
inclination  to  do  any  other  than  see  it  through  to  the  bitter 
end.  Peace-feelers  of  any  kind  were  seen,  we  may  imagine,  as 
at  worst  trickery  and  at  best  temptation  towards  a  weaken¬ 
ing  indulgence. 

The  fact  remains  that  what  Schdnfeld  and  Bonhoeffer  told 
Bell  was  true.  The  absence  of  British  assurances  did  not  hold 
back  the  German  resistance  from  action.  The  Hitler  Bomb 
Plot  of  20  July  1944  failed  in  its  objective,  and  was  followed 
by  an  appalling  blood-bath.  Many  of  the  names  of  those  who 
then  suffered  had  appeared  in  the  conversations  with  Bell  in 
Sweden  in  May  1942.  There  can  be  no  doubt  of  the 
genuineness  of  the  information  which  Bell  conveyed  to  Eden 
on  his  return  to  this  country.  What  the  effect  of  a  British 
assurance  would  have  been  can  only  be  guessed.  Would 
such  an  assurance  have  gained  essential  further  support  in 
Germany  for  the  resistance?  Would  it  have  enabled  the 
resistance  to  move  more  swiftly  ?  Would  it  have  been  accom¬ 
panied  by  clandestine  material  aid?  And  would  such  sup¬ 
port,  urgency  and  assistance  have  made  the  plot  effective? 
We  cannot  tell.  It  is  only  a  ‘might-have-been’. 

It  is  still  that.  Had  Bell  been  able  to  persuade  the  British 
government  through  Eden  to  give  such  support  and  assur¬ 
ance  to  the  resistance,  which  was  of  a  more  than  embryonic 
character,  it  is  at  least  possible  that  the  war  would  have 
ended  far  earlier.  This  would  not  only  have  reduced  the  cost  in 
human  life  and  in  material  destruction:  it  might  have  enab¬ 
led  a  swifter  turning  of  conventional  forces  to  end  the  war 
against  the  Japanese  and  thus  the  avoidance  of  the  use  of 
atomic  bombs,  whose  shadow  lies  across  the  whole  of  the 
rest  of  our  century.  Perhaps  as  important,  eastern  Europe, 
or  a  great  part  of  it,  would  have  been  delivered  from 
Communist  domination.  Germany  would  not  be  a  divided 


16 


jountry,  and  there  would  be  no  squalid  wall  bisecting 
3erlin. 

Bell  was  more  than  the  intermediary  in  the  exchanges 
which  represent  this  fantastic  ‘might-have-been’.  Or,  we 
nay  say,  he  was  only  the  intermediary  because  he  had  al¬ 
ready  come  to  be  the  most  trusted  of  British  church  leaders 
imongst  those  who  had  been  bearing  their  Christian  wit¬ 
ness  against  totalitarianism.  The  story  that  our  remaining 
>ages  have  to  tell  will  reveal  that  there  was  nothing 
iccidental  about  Bell’s  centrality  in  this  fascinating  and 
almost  heartbreaking  episode.  He  was  not  an  unknown 
:igure  caught  up  by  chance  in  great  events.  He  was  told 
because, he  was  trusted,  and  because  Schdnfeld  and  Bon- 
'  loeffer  thought  that  he  would  both  understand  and  believe 
what  they  had  to  say.  His  ability  to  understand  and  his 
worthiness  of  trust  had  been  achieved  by  his  sensitiveness 
and  discernment  during  the  1930s. 

There  is  one  other  way  in  which  Bell’s  name  has  contin¬ 
ually  recurred  in  the  years  that  have  followed  his  death.  It  is 
a  way  that  might  seem,  by  contrast  with  the  portrayal  by 
Hochhuth  or  the  Stockholm  meeting  of  1942,  so  domestic- 
silly  ecclesiastical  as  almost  to  be  trivial.  I  refer  to  the 
question  whether  he,  rather  than  Geoffrey  Francis  Fisher, 
should  have  been  appointed  to  succeed  William  Temple, 
when  that  overtowering  leader  so  suddenly  died  in  1944. 

To  move  to  consideration  of  such  a  question  may  seem  to 
l»e  moving  from  the  front  page  news  to  the  gossip  column. 
Does  not  such  a  concern  betray  a  lack  of  any  sense  of  pro¬ 
portion?  Here  was  a  man  concerned  with  the  fate  of  mil¬ 
lions  of  refugees,  with  the  secret  movements  within  a  dark 
totalitarianism  to  seek  its  overthrow,  with  challenging 
methods  of  warfare  which  rained  deliberate  death  upon 
i  len,  women  and  children  in  their  homes  as  a  way  of  crush- 
i  lg  the  power,  or  perhaps  rather  the  will,  to  wage  war.  Does 
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it  matter  for  one  moment  whether  he  was  given  ecclesias¬ 
tical  promotion? 

Some  of  the  interest  may  perhaps  be  dismissed  as  mere 
clerical  ‘shop’.  There  is  nevertheless  much  more  to  it  than 
that.  There  is  genuine  concern  whether  this  was  a  grave 
example  of  the  harm  that  can  be  done  to  Ghrist’s  church  by  a 
kind  of  establishment  which  places  in  the  hands  of  the  secu¬ 
lar  power  the  ability  to  choose  who  shall  be  the  chief  pas¬ 
tors  within  the  Body  of  Christ.  If  it  could  be  proved  that 
Bell  was  passed  over  because  he  had  angered  Churchill  by 
the  challenge  that  he  had  given  both  to  bombing  policy  and 
the  demand  for  unconditional  surrender,  then  it  would  be  a 
major  element  in  any  indictment  of  the  present  nature  of  the 
establishment. 

Such  proof,  by  the  very  private  nature  of  the  system  of 
appointments,  is  not  available.  In  the  final  chapter  of  this 
book,  in  which  an  attempt  is  made  to  assess  the  man  and  his 
achievement,  we  shall  return  to  this  issue.  The  purpose  in 
mentioning  it  now  is  to  note  how  the  constant  recurrence  of 
this  question,  chiefly  in  memoirs  and  articles,  is  strong 
evidence  not  so  much  of  his  standing  in  1944  but  of  his 
present  reputation.  Looking  back,  it  now  seems  clear  that 
the  Church  of  England  possessed  in  the  1950s  two  leaders 
of  international  stature,  William  Temple  and  George  Bell. 
The  thought  is  therefore  bound  to  arise:  why  did  not  one 
succeed  the  other? 

Temple  was,  of  course,  such  a  man  as  is  only  produced 
once  within  a  century  if,  indeed,  as  often  as  that.  The  super¬ 
lative  quality  of  his  mind  was  matched  by  a  power  of  lucid, 
ordered  utterance  that  enabled  him  to  say  profound  things 
in  a  remarkably  simple  way.  Bom  to  the  episcopal  purple, 
he  yet  possessed  instinctive  sympathy  with  the  under¬ 
privileged  and  a  firm  will  to  seek  the  re-ordering  of  society 
on  more  equitable  lines.  He  was  manifestly  a  leader  of  the 
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first  rank,  equipped  philosophically  and  theologically,  as  in 
speech,  temperament  and  personality,  to  exert  immense 
influence  across  the  whole  range  of  the  church’s  activity. 

Bell  was  not  a  man  of  this  power.  Although  he  had  a 
mind  of  great  ability,  and  (as  we  shall  see)  a  remarkably 
wide  range  of  interests,  it  did  not  begin  to  match  Temple’s 
power  and  scope.  His  was  not  a  personality  which  could 
capture  a  wider  public  and  evoke  the  kind  of  response  which 
students  and  working-men  gave  to  Temple  throughout  his 
fife,  and  which  the  public  at  large  gave  him  in  his  all  too 
brief  time  at  Canterbury.  Bell  had  no  power  to  kindle  men’s 
interest  through  the  spoken  word.  Hochhuth’s  words  on  him 
as  a  speaker  are  mistaken.  ‘Bell  is  a  very  experienced  and 
and  a  very  English  orator.  Anger  makes  him  quiet,  the 
excitement  is  in  what  he  says,  not  the  way  he  says  it.  He 
also  knows  what  a  member  once  said  to  Joseph  Chamberlain 
after  his  fluent  maiden  speech:  “The  House  would  feel  a  lot 
easier  if  you  could  manage  to  stutter  a  little  here  and 
there.”  ’3  There  was  no  such  element  of  calculation  in  Bell’s 
speaking.  It  was  just  not  his  forte  to  be  interesting  in  that 
kind  of  way.  There  can  be  no  doubt  that  this  lessened  his 
public  impact. 

But  as  the  years  have  passed  it  has  become  ever  clearer 
that  George  Bell  stands  beside  William  Temple  not  just  as  a 
great  adornment  of  the  Church  of  England,  but  as  an 
ecumenical  figure  of  the  first  rank.  Bell  saw  to  the  heart  of 
what  was  happening  in  our  century  and  unremittingly  called 
men  to  a  very  costly  Christian  obedience  as  they  faced  it. 
It  is  this  that  has  so  vastly  enhanced  his  posthumous 
reputation.  It  is  this  that  makes  his  witness  so  worthy  of 
study.  Events,  far  from  invalidating  it,  or  making  it  dated, 
have  revealed  its  permanent  relevance. 
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NOTES 


1.  Andre  Deutsch  1968. 

2.  Mary  Bosanquet,  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer ,  Hodder  &  Stoughton 
1968;  and  Eberhard  Bethge,  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer ,  Collins  1970.  (It  is 
interesting  to  note  that  the  Publisher's  Note  which  prefaces  the  latter 
book  begins  with  a  reference  to  Bell,  and  quotes  his  words,  ‘The  man 
who  really  knows  the  inside  story  of  the  resistance  movement  that  I 
was  in  touch  with  was  Eberhard  Bethge.  He  is  writing  a  biography  of 
Dietrich  Bonhoeffer.*) 

3.  Soldiers,  p.  174. 
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2  The  Influence  of  a  Great 
Archbishop 


George  Kennedy  Allen  Bell  was  bom  in  1883  into  just  that 
substantial  middle  class  which  has  supplied  so  much  of  the 
solid  leadership  of  the  Church  of  England  in  our  century. 
He  was  also  bom  into  that  period  of  national  confidence 
which  provided  not  a  few  with  a  sense  of  security  which 
(perhaps  unconsciously)  was  the  strong  base  from  which 
they  bore  their  confident  witness  in  more  tumultuous  days. 
Bell  was  eighteen  before  Queen  Victoria  died.  Although 
the  work  for  which  he  is  now  best  remembered  centres  on 
the  agonies  of  the  second  world  war  and  its  aftermath,  his 
roots  were  in  more  firmly  compacted  soil. 

Bell’s  father  was  a  clergyman,  and  George  was  the  eldest 
jf  nine  children,  a  typical  quiverful  of  the  Victorian  vicar- 
;  ige.  The  father  had  an  almost  Methodist  penchant  for  chang- 
:  ng  the  spheres  of  his  work  until  he  became  vicar  of  Wimble- 
<  Ion.  Here  he  stayed  until  his  preferment  to  a  residentiary 
canonry  at  Norwich  in  1918.  By  this  time  George  Bell  was 
veil  launched  on  his  own  ecclesiastical  career,  but  the  peri¬ 
patetic  character  of  his  father’s  early  ministry  certainly 
contributed  to  a  good  deal  of  change  in  the  young  George’s 
early  education. 

Despite  this,  those  powers  of  mental  application  which 
were  to  mark  the  whole  of  this  life  appeared  early  in  his 
s  chooling.  They  were  to  contribute  greatly  to  his  power  to 
c  arry  the  demands  of  such  wide  involvement  in  ecumenical 
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life  alongside  the  tasks  of  a  considerable  diocese.  His  very 
able  mind  was  made  immensely  more  effective  by  a  habit 
of  industry. 

Westminster  was  his  public  school.  He  was  a  Queen’s 
Scholar,  and  enjoyed  the  opportunity  of  this  early  sharing 
as  a  spectator  in  great  events  in  church  and  state  reflected 
in  notable  Abbey  occasions. 

From  Westminster  he  went  up  to  Christ  Church,  Oxford. 
Here  he  distinguished  himself  by  winning  the  Newdigate 
Prize,  annually  awarded  for  an  English  poem.  It  did  not 
presage  the  arrival  of  a  new  shining  light  in  the  constella¬ 
tion  of  English  poetry;  it  did  indicate  the  measure  of  his 
love  for  English  literature.  That  love  found  expression  in  the 
opportunity  of  beginning  to  supervise,  while  still  an  under¬ 
graduate,  the  preparation  of  a  series  of  inexpensive  volumes 
of  English  poetry,  and  editing  several  in  the  series  himself. 
Bell  retained  an  excellent  gift  as  a  versifier,  as  is  evidenced 
by  the  lines  with  which  Canon  Jasper  prefaces  each  chapter 
of  his  biography.  These  were  written  by  Bell  as  an  amusing 
justification  of  his  election  to  the  dining  club  known  as 
‘Nobody’s  Friends’.  They  are  both  witty  and  full  of  delicate 
literary  allusions.  Bell  has  appropriately  provided,  too, 
for  several  modem  hymn  books  one  of  the  finest  ecumeni¬ 
cal  hymns,  ‘Christ  is  the  King!  O  friends  rejoice’,  sounding 
a  vigorous  summons  to  world-wide  service  and  unity. 

In  addition  to  the  prestige  of  winning  the  Newdigate  he 
gained  an  expected  first  in  Moderations.  Possibly  because  of 
his  deep  involvement  in  literary  pursuits,  this  was  followed 
only  by  a  second  in  Greats  in  1905.  Had  this  been  the  first 
that  his  tutor  had  expected  of  him  it  might  have  had  a 
marked  effect  on  his  career.  He  seems  always  to  have  been 
clear  that  he  would  seek  ordination  and  thus  follow  his 
father.  It  was  not  equally  clear  to  him  that  the  parochial 
sphere  was  necessarily  where  he  would  exercise  his  minis- 
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try.  With  a  double  first  he  might  confidently  have  expected  a 
fellowship.  The  second  in  Greats  closed  that  door  for  the 
moment.  He  went  to  Wells  Theological  College  to  under¬ 
take  his  specific  training  for  orders.  Somewhat  startlingly 
by  today’s  standards,  one  year  was  considered  sufficient 
theological  and  pastoral  training  to  equip  a  man  for  life¬ 
long  exercise  of  his  ministry.  So  in  June  1907,  Bell  was 
ordained  deacon  in  Ripon  Cathedral  to  a  title  at  Leeds 
parish  church.  This  was  to  be  Bell’s  sole  experience  of  parish 
work,  and  indeed  one  of  his  few  experiences  of  life  north 
of  the  Trent.  This  world-travelling  bishop  was  to  be  a 
very  southern  Englishman  to  the  end  of  his  days.  That 
apparently  unfortunate  second  in  Greats  was  to  open  the 
door  to  experience  of  the  day-to-day  work  of  the  ordinary 
English  parson,  and  of  a  very  different  world  from  Wimble¬ 
don,  Westminister  and  Oxford. 

In  a  curious  way,  none  the  less,  it  remained  a  privileged 
world.  Leeds  parish  church  was  an  immensely  strong  centre 
of  church  life,  large  in  staff  and  possessed  of  a  national  repu¬ 
tation  for  notable  vicars  who  were  able  to  recruit  a  carefully- 
picked  team  of  curates.  Bell,  moreover,  was  granted  the 
unusual  privilege  of  being  ordained  to  the  priesthood  after 
only  one  year  of  service,  when  the  custom  of  the  parish 
church  has  been  to  keep  men  in  deacon’s  orders  for  two. 

Privilege  nevertheless  meant  preferment  to  very  hard 
work,  and  work  of  a  kind  of  which  Bell  had  had  no  earlier 
experience.  This  was  the  day  when  the  Sunday  afternoon 
‘men’s  class’  was  a  vigorous  element  in  the  well-worked 
parish,  and  in  Leeds  the  numbers  were  so  large  that  it  had 
to  be  broken  into  separate  divisions.  Bell’s  alone  numbered 
two  hundred.  Despite  his  shyness  and  an  appearance  of 
extreme  youth,  Bell  was  the  effective  leader  of  this  body  of 
men.  He  applied  himself  with  such  characteristic  industry 
to  his  new  and  unfamiliar  tasks,  particularly  in  visiting  the 
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homes  of  the  members  of  his  part  of  the  class,  that  his  health 
became  endangered  for  a  time.  It  may  be  doubted  whether 
the  parochial  ministry  was  the  most  appropriate  sphere  for 
his  gifts  and  personality,  but  the  experience  of  the  three 
years  in  Leeds  was  a  considerable  gain.  He  now  knew  what 
the  life  of  a  great  parish  was  like.  He  knew,  moreover,  a  good 
deal  more  about  the  lives  of  ordinary  men  in  an  industrial 
society  than  his  own  background,  or  his  later  work,  would 
have  taught  him.  At  Leeds  his  concern  for  social  better¬ 
ment  was  kindled.  The  future  leader  in  the  Life  and  Work 
side  of  the  ecumenical  movement  saw  in  down-to-earth 
and  practical  terms  what  life  in  a  great  industrial  city  meant 
for  most  of  its  inhabitants.  The  lusher  pastures  of  Sussex, 
where  he  was  to  exercise  his  long  episcopal  ministry,  would 
not  have  given  him  this.  Even  there  he  firmly  developed 
and  maintained  close  relationships  with  the  trade  unions, 
not  always  in  a  fashion  most  likely  to  commend  him  to  the 
overwhelmingly  Tory  population  of  his  see. 

But  after  three  years  at  Leeds  the  fellowship  which  had 
eluded  him  when  he  took  his  degree  was  offered  him.  His 
own  college  offered  him  a  clerical  studentship  (i.e.  a  fellow¬ 
ship,  to  use  the  nomenclature  of  other  colleges).  To  Christ 
Church  he  therefore  returned  in  1910,  bringing  with  him  the 
vehement  social  concern  bom  of  the  Leeds  experience,  and 
becoming  involved  in  a  whole  range  of  social  enterprises. 
These  were  sometimes  a  little  naively  idealistic,  but  some¬ 
times,  as  with  his  close  concern  with  the  university  settle¬ 
ment  movement,  they  were  related  to  a  very  practical  con¬ 
cern,  in  that  case  to  engage  the  more  privileged  section  of 
society  in  the  direct  service  of  the  least  privileged.  It  was  in 
this  latter  work  that  he  made  his  first  acquaintance  with 
one  who  was  to  be  a  colleague  and  critical  friend  in  the 
House  of  Lords  during  the  Second  World  War,  Lord  Wool- 
ton.  F.  J.  Marquis,  as  he  was  then,  was  at  that  time  the 
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pioneering  warden  of  the  settlement  established  by  the 
University  of  Liverpool. 

Bell’s  recall  to  Oxford  was  not  to  prove  the  beginning  of  a 
long  academic  career,  with  the  Leeds  curacy  receding  to  be 
an  unrelated  incident  in  a  life  devoted  to  quite  different 
tasks.  In  1914  there  came  the  call  to  that  work  which  was 
to  mould  the  rest  of  his  life  of  service  to  the  Church  of  God. 
It  was  a  call  to  serve  the  man  who  was  ever  afterwards  to 
exercise  the  most  profound  influence  on  Bell’s  life  and  ac¬ 
tion.  He  was  invited  to  be  junior  chaplain  to  Randall  David¬ 
son,  who  had  already  been  Archbishop  of  Canterbury  for 
eleven  years. 

The  circumstances  of  the  offer  of  this  work  were  dramatic 
enough.  He  went  to  Lambeth  Palace  to  stay  with  the  David¬ 
sons  on  the  actual  night  on  which  war  was  declared,  and 
found  himself  thrown  immediately  into  the  preparation  of 
the  prayers  for  the  armed  forces  which  the  Privy  Council 
had  ordered  to  be  prepared  and  despatched  to  every  in¬ 
cumbent.  A  letter  to  a  friend  revealed  the  degree  to  which 
he  was  reluctant  to  make  the  move  to  Lambeth.  His  time 
at  Christ  Church  had  been  very  brief.  Although  fond  of 
persons,  his  shyness  made  the  thought  of  the  social  enter¬ 
taining,  such  as  must  be  involved  in  so  public  a  life,  un¬ 
attractive.  The  growth  of  his  social  concern  seemed  a  curi¬ 
ous  prelude  to  moving  to  the  very  centre  of  the  ecclesiastical 
establishment.  (One  caustic  friend,  when  the  appointment 
was  announced,  mixed  affectionate  railery  with  reproach: 
‘Off  to  courts  and  palaces,  is  it,  you  are?  This  is  monstrous 
flagrant  treachery  to  the  Working  Man,  supposed,  wrongly 
alas,  to  be  the  apple  of  your  eye!’1) 

All  the  friends  whom  he  consulted,  including  some  senior 
men  like  Bishop  Gore  and  Bishop  Talbot,  were  clear  that 
he  must  go;  and,  despite  his  expressed  hesitations,  the 
letter  which  he  wrote  at  the  time  revealed  the  attraction  that 
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he  had  felt  towards  Randall  Davidson.  1  like  the  Arch¬ 
bishop  immensely:  he  is  a  quiet,  simple,  religious  man, 
though  he  is  also  very  able.’2 

He  was  in  fact  extremely  well  equipped  for  the  work  which 
he  now  began.  The  junior  nature  of  the  post  endured  but 
briefly.  The  senior  chaplain,  J.  V.  Macmillan,  left  during 
1915  to  become  an  army  chaplain.  Thereafter,  for  fully 
nine  years  Bell  was  the  Archbishop’s  alter  ego,  trusted  by 
him  with  ever-increasing  responsibilities  in  almost  the  whole 
range  of  concerns  which  centred  upon,  or  crowded  in  on, 
Lambeth.  The  work  was  tremendously  taxing,  perhaps  most 
of  all  in  the  opening  years  which  were  the  years  of  war. 
But  it  was  not  exhausting  in  the  fashion  of  the  three  years 
of  unfamiliar  tasks  at  Leeds.  The  work  at  Lambeth  har¬ 
nessed  the  particular  skills  which  marked  the  mind  and 
personality  of  Bell  to  the  end. 

He  was  not  by  nature  a  scholar  or  academic,  ready  to 
pursue  the  deep  but  narrow  range  of  one  particular  disci¬ 
pline,  but  his  mind  was  truly  scholarly  in  the  more  general 
sense.  His  academic  training  had  produced  both  a  disci¬ 
plined  mind  and  one  which  knew  how  to  tackle  an 
unfamiliar  subject  and  master  it.  (It  was  the  same  training  as 
traditionally  produced  the  great  civil  servant,  and  Bell  was 
the  supreme  example  of  the  ecclesiastical  civil  servant,  using 
that  phrase  in  a  firmly  non-pejorative  sense).  Given  a  sub¬ 
ject  to  explore  by  the  Archbishop,  he  could  master  all  de¬ 
tails,  extract  what  was  essential  and  do  all  the  necessary 
preparatory  work  to  relieve  the  Archbishop  of  drudgery 
and  detail  while  enabling  him  to  bring  his  wisdom  and  ex¬ 
perience  to  bear  upon  a  realistic  assessment  of  the 
position. 

Again,  Bell’s  personality  and  temperament  were  well 
suited  to  the  demands  of  the  unusual  position  of  a  trusted 
Lambeth  chaplain.  There  was  nothing  of  extravert  self- 
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assertion  about  him,  likely  to  arouse  the  irritation  and  worse 
of  those  who  saw  a  young  man  posturing  as  an  influential 
figure  on  the  basis  of  serving  the  occupant  of  high  office. 
His  shyness  and  somewhat  self-effacing  nature  delivered 
him  from  most  of  the  accusations  which  readily  fall  on  one 
who  has  moved  to  the  centre  of  influence  in  young  manhood. 
There  was  no  marked  thrust  of  ambition  about  him.  Even 
his  great  chief,  Davidson,  who  had  occupied  Bell’s  position 
in  relation  to  Archbishop  Tait,  had  not  been  immune  from 
the  kind  of  sharp  criticism  which  expressed  itself  in  refer¬ 
ences  to  him  as  ‘Master  Davidson’.  He  had  been  found  at 
times  to  be  a  little  too  probing  in  his  approach  to  his  seniors, 
a  little  too  open  in  his  enjoyment  of  being  at  the  centre  of 
affairs. 

Shyness,  however,  was  not  the  evidence  of  weakness.  Bell, 
even  in  those  days  as  a  chaplain,  was  not  lacking  in  the  tena¬ 
city  of  purpose  which  his  later  critics  were  too  readily  to 
describe  as  obstinacy.  It  was  the  tenacity  of  the  representa¬ 
tive  of  another,  whose  viewpoint  must  be  maintained; 
but  it  was  also  perhaps  temperamental.  It  went  along  with 
his  power  to  master  a  subject.  Having  mastered  it,  and  made 
his  judgment,  it  was  not  lightly  to  be  set  aside.  Only  the 
presentation  of  a  new  set  of  facts,  somehow  unaccountably 
overlooked  in  his  study  of  the  subject,  would  be  likely  to 
loosen  the  grip  of  that  tenacity. 

The  office  of  senior  chaplain  to  an  Archbishop  of  Canter¬ 
bury  in  the  modern  era  has  become  at  least  potentially  one 
of  very  great  influence.  It  was  for  Randall  Davidson  himself 
in  a  real  sense  the  road  to  the  Primacy.  It  brought  him  into 
close  relationship  with  Queen  Victoria  (somewhat  charac¬ 
teristically  due  to  her  concern  with  death-beds,  for  David¬ 
son,  as  Tait’s  son-in-law  as  well  as  chaplain,  had  to  supply 
details  of  the  passing  of  the  Primate  and  greatly  impressed 
the  Queen  -  an  incident  equally  eloquent  of  her  sentimen- 
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tality  and  her  shrewdness).  The  deanery  of  Windsor  and  the 
bishoprics  of  Rochester  and  Winchester  were  to  lead  David¬ 
son  back  to  the  Lambeth  that  he  had  served  as  chaplain. 
Bell’s  own  successor,  Mervyn  Haigh,  went  straight  from  the 
chaplaincy  to  be  Bishop  of  Coventry,  not  without  a  little 
chagrin  on  the  part  of  his  chief,  Cosmo  Lang  (not  himself  a 
stranger  to  rapid  promotion).8 

Much  obviously  depends  on  the  calibre  of  the  man  who 
holds  the  post;  but,  equally,  much  depends  on  the  man  who 
is  Archbishop.  Should  the  Archbishop  be  reluctant  to  dele¬ 
gate,  and  be  temperamentally  unable  to  use  the  full  gifts 
of  the  younger  man  serving  him,  the  chaplain  could  readily 
be  frustrated.  The  abler  he  was  the  more  frustrated  he  would 
be.  But  where  the  Archbishop  has  the  gifts  of  delegation 
and  trust,  and  the  chaplain  the  ability  to  respond  to  larger 
and  larger  demands,  the  office  of  senior  chaplain  can  ab¬ 
sorb  all  that  any  man  has  it  in  him  to  give.  He  becomes  in 
fact  the  permanent  under-secretary  to  a  minister  who 
is  never  out  of  office.  All  that  is  wrong  with  this  analogy  is 
that  it  implies  what  has  never  existed,  a  staff  adequate  to 
deal  with  the  intensely  varied  subjects  and  the  never-ending 
pressures  with  which  Lambeth  has  to  contend. 

Davidson  in  his  dealings  with  Bell  showed  from  the  first  a 
willingness  to  hand  things  over  to  him  and  to  trust  him. 
This  in  a  very  short  while  transformed  Bell’s  position  from 
that  of  a  junior  Oxford  don  to  a  key  figure  in  English  church 
life,  albeit  one  who  did  not  himself  occupy  the  public  stage. 
It  was  understood  from  the  time  that  he  took  up  his  appoint¬ 
ment  that  he  would  shortly  succeed  Macmillan  in  the  senior 
post,  and  therefore  he  was  never  restricted  to  the  diocesan 
affairs  which  are  traditionally  the  main  concern  of  the  junior 
chaplain.  He  found  himself  plunged  into  the  whole  work  of 
a  Lambeth  facing  all  the  questions  which  confronted  the 
church  in  time  of  war.  His  conscientiousness  and  industry 
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threatened  to  overwhelm  him  with  work,  but  he  can  have 
had  little  doubt  that  he  had  come  into  his  kingdom  for 
such  a  time  as  that. 

What  manner  of  man  was  it  that  Bell  served  in  this  forma¬ 
tive  decade  of  his  own  life?  Most  of  the  picture  that  we  pos¬ 
sess  comes  from  Bell’s  own  work,  the  great  two-volume 
Randall  Davidson  which,  as  has  been  remarked  earlier,  set 
a  new  standard  for  ecclesiastical  biography.  In  it  Bell  fully 
repaid  the  trust  and  affection  that  he  had  enjoyed,  for  he 
gave  to  Davidson’s  achievement  as  durable  and  as  fascina¬ 
tingly  readable  a  record  as  any  man  could  desire  for  himself. 
But  Davidson,  who  occupied  the  primacy  for  twenty-five 
years,  and  before  that  was  an  exceedingly  influential 
figure  in  church  life,  and  -  in  a  measure  -  in  secular  life, 
is  also  naturally  pictured  in  many  of  the  memoirs  of  the 
period. 

One  aspect  of  the  picture  that  emerges  is  that  Davidson 
was  possessed  in  many  ways  of  an  intensely  lay  mind.  He 
had  none  of  the  detailed  ecclesiastical  interests,  antiquarian, 
linguistic,  aesthetic,  of  that  ardent-spirited  predecessor 
and  friend,  Edward  White  Benson.  He  was  not  a  church¬ 
man  in  the  way  that  his  close  colleague  and  successor, 
Cosmo  Lang,  was  a  churchman,  with  a  mind  which  was 
clerical  through  and  through.  He  was  not  a  philosophic 
theologian  like  William  Temple,  son  of  his  own  immediate 
predecessor  at  Canterbury,  and  later  (all  too  briefly)  to 
succeed  to  the  see  himself.  Davidson  had  an  intense  interest 
in  and  enjoyment  of  public  affairs,  by  no  means  restricted  to 
those  likely  to  impinge  upon  church  questions,  or  even 
those  raising  obvious  large  moral  issues.  When  Bell’s  bio¬ 
graphy  of  Davidson  appeared  Bishop  Mandell  Creighton’s 
son-in-law,  Dr  Cyril  Bailey,  expressed  himself  shocked  at 
the  worldliness  of  Davidson’s  interests  (and  Creighton  him¬ 
self  would  scarcely  serve  as  the  model  for  a  withdrawn  piety).4 
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Part  of  this  dominant  aspect  of  Davidson’s  interests  arose, 
no  doubt,  from  his  early  association  with  Tait,  himself 
deeply  involved  (after  the  fashion  of  a  Victorian  primate) 
in  secular  and  political  life.  Part  arose  from  that  Scottish 
inheritance  that  he  shared  with  Tait.  Part  arose  from  his 
coming  to  be  in  early  manhood  the  confident  and  adviser 
of  Queen  Victoria,  with  its  inevitable  involvement  in  matters 
of  state.  A  good  deal,  none  the  less,  came  from  the  natural 
interests  of  his  own  mind. 

It  is  unwise,  too,  to  limit  explanation  to  Davidson’s 
natural  interest  and  actual  experience.  His  conception  of  his 
ministry  was  entirely  consonant  with  the  insights  given  by 
that  Victorian  theologian,  Frederick  Denison  Maurice, 
whose  work  has  been  found  to  be  seminal  for  much  present- 
day  thinking.  Davidson  was  concerned  with  the  world  as 
the  area  of  God’s  Kingdom,  and  firmly  resisted  any  attempt 
to  restrict  Christian  concern  to  ecclesiastical  questions.  It 
was  a  concept  of  duty  as  well  as  a  temperamental  inclina¬ 
tion  which  led  Davidson  to  be  so  deeply  engaged  in  secular 
life.  So  in  August  1918  we  find  him  writing: 

I  have  been  in  pretty  close  touch  with  prominent  actors  and  thinkers 
who  have  been  handling  English  affairs  and  policy. ...  I  have  also 
had  my  ears  open  in  the  House  of  Lords,  where  I  have  attended 
with  great  regularity,  and  in  the  House  of  Commons  when  important 
things  were  under  debate.  All  this  results  in  my  finding  myself 
abreast  of  conversations  among  public  men,  when  I  am  present  at 
such,  and  on  a  good  many  points  I  think  I  have  perhaps  a  wider 
knowledge  than  many  with  whom  I  converse,  even  though  they  be 
officials  with  access  to  Government  information.1 

All  this  had  a  profound  influence  on  Bell.  He  was  in  many 
ways  more  firmly  a  churchman  than  Davidson,  having  been 
more  fully  influenced,  along  with  most  of  the  ablest  Angli¬ 
cans  of  his  generation,  by  the  Catholic  movement.  But  he 
learned  from  Davidson  the  obligation  of  a  Christian  leader 
to  be  involved  with  the  men  who  made  the  decisions  affect- 
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ing  men’s  lives.  He  learned  from  him  the  value  of  the  House 
of  Lords  as  a  platform  for  Christian  leadership.  Above  all, 
he  learned  from  him  the  widest  possible  conception  of  a 
Christian’s  concern  with  the  common  life. 

There  were,  of  course,  obvious  dangers  in  the  way  of 
leadership  which  Davidson  chose.  He  had  earlier  been  dis¬ 
missed  by  some  critics  as  too  much  the  courtier.  This  was  a 
criticism  which  did  not  survive  the  revelation  of  the  mani¬ 
fest  power  that  he  brought  to  the  primacy.  (It  was  to  be 
obliterated  when  Bell’s  Life  revealed  the  courage  of  David¬ 
son,  as  Dean  of  Windsor,  when  only  thirty-five  years  of  age, 
in  restraining  the  Queen  from  publishing  a  further  volume 
of  her  embarrassing  Leaves  from  the  Journal  of  a  Life  in  the 
Highlands ).  But  Scott  Holland  put  his  finger  on  the  real 
danger  when  he  said  that  Davidson’s  real  danger  was  not 
the  court,  amidst  the  slippery  places  of  which  he  had  moved 
with  safety,  but  old  gentlemen  at  the  Athenaeum  who  would 
lead  him  on  one  side  and  tell  him  what  the  great  British 
public  would  not  stand.  An  Archbishop  who  numbered 
four  prime  ministers,  Rosebery,  Balfour,  Campbell-Banner¬ 
man  and  Asquith,  amongst  his  real  friends  might  be  said 
to  be  in  a  position  to  exert  a  Christian  influence  in  the 
places  of  power:  he  could  equally  be  said  to  be  very  open 
to  influence  the  other  way,  to  a  restraint  upon  the  essential 
prophetic  stance  of  the  Christian  leader. 

Bell  must  have  had  an  intimate  opportunity  to  assess  the 
gains  and  losses  of  Davidson’s  secular  engagement.  The 
losses  were  certainly  minimized  by  Davidson’s  quiet  and 
simple  faith.  He  was  above  all  else  a  man  of  integrity,  and 
in  time  of  war,  when  not  a  few  Christian  leaders  were  over¬ 
come  by  the  prevalent  hysteria,  that  integrity  remained. 
The  firmness  of  his  dealings  with  Asquith  over  the  publica¬ 
tion  of  untrue  statements  under  government  authority,6 
the  vehemence  of  his  protest  to  the  same  premier  on  the 
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proposal  to  use  poison  gas,7  and  -  significant  for  his  chap¬ 
lain’s  eventual  stand  in  the  second  world  war  -  his  rejection 
of  proposed  reprisals  for  Zeppelin  raids  by  bombing  civi¬ 
lians,8  may  stand  as  eloquent  evidence  of  the  degree  to 
which  neither  the  Athenaeum  nor  an  open  door  at  10 
Downing  Street  had  corrupted  him.  His  quiet  but  unyield¬ 
ing  opposition  to  a  policy  of  reprisals  and  the  spirit  of  hate 
continued  to  the  end  of  the  bitter  struggle.  He  took  the 
opportunity  of  the  fourth  anniversary  of  the  declaration 
of  war,  preaching  in  St  Margaret’s,  Westminster,  to  the 
King  and  Queen  and  both  Houses  of  Parliament,  to  say: 

There  is ...  a  form  of  wrath  which  may  degenerate  into  a  poisonous 
hatred,  running  right  counter  to  the  principles  of  a  Christian’s 
creed,  right  counter  to  what  was  taught  us  by  the  Lord  Christ,  and 
which,  once  its  roots  get  a  firm  place  in  our  lives,  may  do  worse 
than  weaken,  worse  than  coarsen  and  lower  our  high  aims:  it  may 
corrupt  and  defile  them  with  a  horrid  miasma,  transforming  what 
was  a  righteous  -  yes,  a  wholesome  -  wrath  against  wrong  into  a 
sour  and  envenomed  hatred  of  whole  sections  of  our  fellow-men. 
That  peril  is  not  mere  vague  possibility.  It  exists.  Such  a  spirit  has, 
here  and  there,  found  voice  among  the  sons  of  men  in  these  years 
of  strain  and  sorrow.  As  pledged  disciples  of  a  living  Lord  and 
Master  who  died  upon  the  Cross  for  all  who  hated  Him,  we  have  to 
see  to  it  that  the  spirit  of  hate  finds  no  nurture  in  our  hearts.® 

The  Christian  leader  who  could  speak  those  words  on 
such  an  occasion  had  not  suffered  too  grave  a  moral  injury 
from  his  engagement  with  the  secular  leadership  of  the 
nation.  The  lasting  effect  of  such  a  stand  upon  the  thirty- 
five  year  old  chaplain  who  then  served  him  will  be  revealed 
in  much  of  the  later  part  of  this  book. 

Even  Bell’s  war-time  chaplaincy  was  not  unrelieved  work 
and  contact  with  great  events.  His  own  personal  life  knew 
both  sorrow  and  a  joy  that  was  to  abide  until  the  end  of  his 
days.  Within  four  days  in  April  1918  he  heard  that  two  of  his 
brothers  were  missing,  and  the  following  month  revealed 
that  they  had  been  killed.  (It  may  have  been  this,  and  the 
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long  death-roll  both  of  his  contemporaries  and  his  pupils 
at  Oxford,  that  led  to  the  support  he  was  surprisingly  to 
gh  e  to  the  Munich  settlement  in  1938 :  Bell,  like  many  others 
of  his  generation,  could  never  forget  the  decimation  of  a 
generation  that  had  carried  away  so  many  of  his  brothers 
an  1  friends.) 

The  joy  had  come  a  year  earlier  when  he  fell  in  love  with 
Henrietta  Livingstone.  It  was  a  love  fully  reciprocated,  and 
they  were  married  by  Archbishop  Davidson  in  January 
1918,  and  lived  happily  ever  after.  The  clichd  has  the  fullest 
possible  content.  Hetty  Bell  was  to  share  at  every  point  the 
commitments  and  enthusiasms  of  her  gifted  husband.  She 
was  no  doubt  to  suffer  from  being  married  to  a  man  so  con¬ 
scientiously  devoted  to  so  many  demanding  causes,  and  so 
unremitting  in  his  industry  for  them;  but  this  degree  of 
lor  eliness  -  unrelieved  by  the  gift  of  children  which  was 
denied  them  -  she  gladly  accepted  for  love  of  her  ‘George’ 
and  to  advance  work  in  which  she  believed  as  deeply  as  he 
die  .  No  one  who  saw  them  in  the  closing  years  of  their 
life  together  could  doubt  that  each  had  given  to  the  other 
great  draughts  from  inexhaustible  wells  of  sustaining  affec- 
tio  i.  When  Bell  was  called  in  war-time  to  tread  somewhat 
lonely  paths  of  misunderstanding  and  sharp  opposition 
he  had  the  warm  security  of  that  central  relationship  to 
uphold  him. 

Idild  martyrdom  in  the  cause  of  continuing  burdens  of 
administration  and  great  affairs  was  Mrs  Bell’s  lot  from  the 
very  beginning.  It  was  natural  that  his  impending  marriage 
she  uld  raise  the  question  of  his  leaving  Lambeth  for  inde- 
pei  dent  work  elsewhere  (although  Davidson  had  himself 
sta;  red  on  as  a  married  man,  with  the  added  complication  of 
ha\ing  married  one  of  the  Archbishop’s  daughters).  The 
importance  of  the  positions  offered  to  him,  or  for  which  he 
was;  seriously  considered,  revealed  the  assessment  made  by 
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the  knowledgable  of  his  gifts  and  his  probable  future.  His 
name  was  seriously  considered  for  two  Australian  arch¬ 
bishoprics  and  he  was  twice  offered  St  Michael’s,  Coventry 
(now  Coventry  Cathedral)  between  1917  and  1923. 

With  the  extra  burdens  on  Lambeth  caused  by  war,  and 
the  place  he  had  come  to  have  there,  a  move  until  the  war 
ended  seemed  unjustifiable.  Then  in  1920  came  the  Lambeth 
Conference  of  bishops,  in  which  as  assistant  secretary  he  had 
a  notable  part.  After  that  the  question  of  a  move  was  bound 
to  be  fairly  constantly  before  both  him  and  the  Archbishop. 
Davidson’s  comment  in  a  letter  to  Bell  on  the  offer  of  one 
important  living  may  be  quoted: 

You  and  I  have  for  all  these  tempestuous  years  worked  together, 
and  it  is  our  joint  work,  and  not  my  work  in  any  narrower  sense, 
which  has  had  such  degree  of  effectiveness  as  belongs  to  it.  Take 
away  one  of  the  partners  in  the  work  and  it  is  quite  obvious  that  the 
doing  of  it  would  either  not  be  done  at  all  or  done  in  quite  a  different 
way. . . .  Next,  you  have  by  sheer  effectiveness  and  resourcefulness 
of  work,  got  into  a  position  in  central  Church  affairs  which  is 
markedly  your  own. 

...  If  you  were  a  bachelor  I  think  I  should  be  ready  to  take  the 
responsibility  of  saying  that  the  central  work  at  Lambeth  is  so 
important  and  your  place  in  it  so  outstanding,  that  you  ought  to 
stay  on  here  while  you  and  I  can  still  work  together.10 

That  this  is  a  generous  assessment  of  Bell’s  contribution 
is  plain:  but  it  is  also  the  expression  of  a  man  who  was 
above  all  else  respected  for  cautious  judgment  and  deep 
wisdom.  As  such  it  is  striking.  Part  of  Davidson’s  greatness 
was  his  power  to  evoke  outstanding  service.  (It  was  to  appear 
in  his  partnership  with  Haigh,  who  began  in  highly  critical 
fashion,  even  in  the  last  years  of  his  tenure  of  the  see.) 
But  such  service  can  only  be  evoked  if  the  latent  powers 
are  there.  The  perspective  of  history  and  later  achievement 
now  enable  us  to  see  clearly  that  they  were  there  in  the 
quiet  young  don  whom  Davidson  recruited  from  Christ 
Church.  By  the  time  his  apprenticeship  with  Davidson 
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ended,  after  a  decade  of  partnership  between  the  old  leader 
and  his  young  chaplain,  Bell  was  already  emerging  as  a 
Christian  leader  in  his  own  right. 

By  1924  it  was  clear  that  Davidson  had  to  part  with  him, 
but  rarely  can  such  an  ecclesiastical  parting  have  been  such 
sweet  sorrow.  Ramsey  Macdonald,  exercising  the  first  right 
of  ecclesiastical  patronage  to  be  wielded  by  a  Socialist 
prime  minister,  nominated  Bell  to  the  deanery  of  Canter¬ 
bury.  Thus  Davidson  lost  Bell  as  his  chaplain,  only  to  gain 
him  as  dean  of  the  mother  church  of  the  Anglican  commu¬ 
nion,  where  stood  the  throne  of  the  Archbishops  of  Canter¬ 
bury.  Dean  Wace,  Bell’s  predecessor,  had  recently  died  at 
the  age  of  eighty-seven.  Bell  was  only  forty-one,  and  young- 
looking  for  his  age.  To  his  new  work  he  brought  the  maturity 
in  still  young  manhood  which  had  come  to  him  through  the 
ten  years  at  Lambeth,  which  (together  with  his  intense  in¬ 
terest  in  the  arts)  made  his  brief  time  at  Canterbury  a  time 
of  rare  stimulus  at  many  points  of  the  cathedral’s  life. 

This  was  marked  in  the  field  of  religious  drama,  and  even 
if  Bell  had  done  nothing  else  he  would  have  earned  his  niche 
in  history  for  having  created  the  conditions  which  caused 
the  most  influential  poet  of  the  period,  T.  S.  Eliot,  to  enter 
that  field,  and  to  contribute  greatly  to  the  revival  of  verse 
drama.  The  first  great  undertaking  during  Bell’s  time  at 
Canterbury  was  the  commissioning  of  a  play  from  John 
Masefield,  The  Coming  of  Christ ,  with  music  by  Gustav 
Holst.  It  was  performed  before  great  crowds  in  1928,  and 
marked  the  beginning  of  a  great  movement  of  religious 
drama  which  has  continued  ever  since.  There  had  been 
earlier  revival  of  the  medium  in  the  years  immediately  pre¬ 
ceding,  but  Bell’s  act  in  commissioning  a  special  work  by  a 
poet  of  such  established  reputation  and  a  musician  of  equal 
fame,  for  performance  in  England’s  mother  cathedral,  gave 
great  impetus  to  the  revival.  Offerings  taken  during  the 
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performances  were  used  to  commission  further  new  plays. 
T.  S.  Eliot’s  Murder  in  the  Cathedral  was  the  first-fruit  of 
this  forward-looking  act.  It  must  have  afforded  particular 
satisfaction  to  Bell  that  his  initiative  had  led  to  the  writing 
of  one  of  the  great  poetic  works  of  our  century. 

Bell’s  interest  in  religious  drama  was  a  lifelong  one,  and 
was  the  subject  of  his  last  speech  in  the  Upper  House  of  the 
Convocation  of  Canterbury.  It  was  only  part  of  his  deep 
concern  that  the  church  and  the  arts  should  enter  once 
again  into  fruitful  relationships.  The  way  did  not  always 
prove  easy,  as  Canon  Jasper  reveals  in  his  excellent  chapter 
on  ‘The  Church  and  the  Arts’.  The  creative  artist  does  not 
easily  fit  into  the  framework  of  permissions  felt  necessary 
to  guard  parish  churches  from  permanent  additions  of  an 
unworthy  character.  On  one  occasion  Bell,  when  a  bishop, 
took  the  unusual  but  perfectly  legal  step  of  sitting  as  his 
own  Chancellor  to  give  permission  for  a  mural  to  be  exe¬ 
cuted  by  the  refugee  artist  Hans  Feibusch  in  a  parish  church 
at  Goring-by-Sea.  Even  more  personal  was  the  shock  given 
by  the  unveiling  of  the  portrait  of  him  presented  by  the  dio¬ 
cese  of  Chichester  to  mark  his  silver  jubilee  as  its  bishop. 
Bell  had  himself  chosen  the  artist,  William  Coldstream, 
Slade  Professor  of  Fine  Art  in  University  College,  London. 
His  aim  undoubtedly  was  to  secure  a  work  of  art,  rather 
than  the  representational  portrait  more  likely  to  commend 
itself  to  the  subscribers.  The  portrait  when  it  was  unveiled 
did  not  show  the  rubicund  pink  face  of  their  still  rather  boy¬ 
ish-looking  bishop;  rather  they  saw  an  almost  Hindenburg- 
like  figure  of  stem  and  teutonic  ruthlessness.  This  certainly 
was  no  photography  in  oils;  it  was  a  work  of  interpretation. 
Some  could  have  been  found  who  would  not  have  dis¬ 
agreed  with  the  interpretation  given,  and  Bell’s  official 
biographer  records  his  own  rather  whimsical  comment;  ‘It 
does  represent  a  not  completely  absent  side  of  my  character.’ 


36 


'  'his  action,  despite  its  aftermath  (when  another  portrait 
painter,  at  Professor  Coldstream’s  own  suggestion,  produced 
another  portrait  more  on  the  expected  lines),  represented 
Bell’s  sturdy  lifelong  determination  to  trust  the  creative 
arti  st.  For  him  the  arts  were  not  a  decoration  of  life,  but  a 
great  part  of  its  true  meaning.  Dr  Robert  Mackie,  a  col- 
lea  pie  of  Bell  in  the  refugee  work  of  the  World  Council  of 
Churches,  wrote  that  ‘He  did  not  labour  to  introduce  the 
two  worlds  to  one  another;  he  was  at  home  in  both  and 
wished  everyone  to  be  so.’10 

When  he  was  charged  as  Dean  of  Canterbury  with  the 
gre  at  enthronement  service  for  Davidson’s  successor,  Cosmo 
Lang,  it  was  quite  natural  for  Bell  to  include  a  procession 
of  ;he  arts.  Lang  wrote  of  this: 

T  lie  Dean  . . .  bad  taken  infinite  pains  about  all  the  arrangements. 
H  e  had  given  full  play  to  his  vivid  imagination  in  order  to  make  the 
coremony  symbolic  not  only  of  ecclesiastical  life,  but  of  the  national 
lii  e,  including  ‘the  Arts’.  Hence  the  series  of  independent  processions, 
admirably  marshalled.  Never  certainly  had  any  previous  Archbishop 
b»«n  enthroned  on  a  scale  of  such  colourful  and  symbolic  magnifi- 
«  nce.la 

It  would  be  the  ceremony  and  the  magnificence  that 
app  ealed  to  the  romantic  and  the  prelatical  in  Lang  in  equal 
measure:  for  Bell  it  was  that  the  realms  of  beauty,  truth 
and  goodness  were  inseparable,  and  were  our  experience 
of  the  divine.  Bell  was  not  only  ecumenical  in  seeking  the 
unil  y  of  Christ’s  people  throughout  the  oikoumene,  the  whole 
inhabited  earth;  he  was  ecumenical  in  having  found  the 
unily  of  all  human  experiences  of  the  divine,  and  refusing 
to  separate  them. 

C  anterbury  afforded  Bell  the  opportunity  of  planning  his 
owi  i  contribution  to  English  literature,  although  the  work  of 
writing  was  not  begun  until  later.  One  argument  for  his 
goii  ig  to  Canterbury  rather  than,  for  example,  to  a  major 
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city  parish  like  his  old  one  at  Leeds,  had  been  that  there 
might  be  the  leisure  to  write  the  biography  of  his  old  chief, 
Davidson.  This  work  was  envisaged  on  a  considerable 
scale,  and  the  old  Archbishop  had  carefully  built  up  the 
materials  for  what  was  originally  thought  of  as  an  autobio¬ 
graphy.  When  he  abandoned  the  hope  of  writing  this  he 
was  emphatic  in  desiring  Bell  to  be  his  biographer. 

In  fact  it  was  only  after  he  became  a  bishop,  when  David¬ 
son  had  died,  that  Bell  began  to  write  the  great  Life.  It  ap¬ 
peared  in  two  solid  black  volumes  in  1935,  garnished  with 
erudite  and  often  entertaining  epigraphs  at  the  top  of  each 
chapter,  and  copious  in  its  quotations  from  Davidson’s 
dictated  memoranda  and  the  letters  he  sent  and  received. 
It  was  somewhat  bold  to  prepare  the  book  on  such  a  scale, 
long  though  the  Archbishop’s  life  had  been,  and  fascinating 
as  had  been  his  contacts  with  the  great  and  the  prominent 
from  the  point  when,  early  in  his  life,  he  had  gone  as  a 
young  chaplain  to  Lambeth.  The  fashion  for  the  multi¬ 
volume  biography  had  gone:  Lytton  Strachey  had  assas¬ 
sinated  it  with  the  narrow  stiletto  of  Eminent  Victorians. 
(It  is  a  strange  irony  that  it  now  appears  to  be  returning, 
with  Michael  Holroyd’s  vast  two-volume  life  of  Strachey.) 
And  if  any  man  was  an  eminent  Victorian  Davidson  was, 
at  least  in  his  earlier  life. 

Bell’s  Life  was  nevertheless  a  great  success  from  the 
moment  that  it  was  published.  It  was  far  more  than  a  fount 
of  information  on  all  important  ecclesiastical  issues  for  the 
long  period  during  which  its  subject  had  been  engaged  in 
the  central  life  of  the  church.  For  all  its  length  it  was  re¬ 
markably  free  from  longueurs.  It  was  beautifully  written, 
with  both  clarity  and  vividness.  The  organization  of  the 
book  was  excellent,  and  this  was  of  particular  importance 
because  the  range  of  concerns  reflected  in  its  pages  was 
exceedingly  wide. 
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For  our  concern  with  Bell  himself  the  publication  of  his 
ore  great  book  has  a  double  significance.  It  is  in  itself  a 
major  literary  achievement,  only  occasioning  the  sad  reflec¬ 
tion  that  the  inordinate  pressures  of  a  bishop’s  life,  as  they 
went  on  and  grew,  denied  us  anything  more  from  his  pen 
that  approached  this  calibre.  For  a  diocesan  bishop  to  have 
wiitten  such  a  book  in  the  interstices  of  leisure  in  an  over¬ 
pressed  life  is  a  mark  of  Bell’s  rigorous  discipline,  as  well 
as  of  his  literary  powers. 

But  the  other  significance  is  that  the  preparation  and  writ¬ 
ing  of  the  book  gave  him  a  command  of  all  the  significant 
developments  of  church  life,  at  home  and  abroad,  across 
m  >re  than  half  a  century.  Moreover,  it  reinforced  the  direct 
ard  personal  influence  of  the  Archbishop  whom  he  had 
se  rved  across  those  ten  years  at  Lambeth.  Bell’s  Davidson 
ws  is  to  be  a  constant  point  of  reference  for  church  historians 
in  the  years  to  come:  but  it  was  Davidson’s  Bell  who  was 
to  take  a  noble  share  in  making  church  history. 
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3  An  Ecumenical  Prophet 
in  the  Making 


Four  years  before  Bell  joined  Davidson  the  Archbishop  had 
played  a  notable  part  in  the  most  influential  event  in  the 
Christian  history  of  our  century.  He  had  spoken  at  the  first 
public  meeting  of  the  World  Missionary  Conference,  held  at 
Edinburgh  in  1910.  That  conference  is  usually  regarded  as 
marking  the  beginning  of  the  modem  ecumenical  move¬ 
ment.  It  was  not  the  first  world  missionary  conference  (one 
had  been  held  at  Liverpool  in  1860),  but  it  was  the  first  to 
make  a  determined  attempt  to  break  out  of  the  rather  con¬ 
servative  evangelical  ethos  that  had  determined  the  charac¬ 
ter  of  earlier  gatherings.  It  was  also  the  first  to  take  seriously 
the  preparation  in  research  and  study  that  should  precede 
such  a  widely  representative  gathering,  and  emphatically 
the  first  to  issue  in  the  creation  of  a  permanent  expression 
of  the  will  of  divided  Christians  to  study  and  act  together. 
The  continuation  committee  of  the  Edinburgh  conference 
developed  into  the  International  Missionary  Council,  the 
ecumenical  movement’s  first  organ. 

Davidson  did  not  lightly  undertake  to  address  so  mixed 
an  ecclesiastical  gathering.  Many  months  went  by  before  he 
committed  himself,  but  when  he  did  the  commitment  was 
complete.  He  saw  the  significance  of  what  had  been  begun 
in  the  Free  Church  assembly  hall  of  his  native  Scotland, 
and  he  sought  opportunity  to  involve  his  young  chaplain, 
for  whom  he  foresaw  so  influential  a  future,  in  the  develop- 
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mg  movement.  He  had  confidence  that  Bell’s  remarkable 
shrewdness  for  one  so  young  would  enable  him  to  avoid 
the  dangers  of  excessive  enthusiasm  as  the  burgeoning  of 
the  ecumenical  cause  became  exciting. 

Bell,  however,  brought  his  own  personal  commitment  to 
the  cause  of  unity.  He  did  not  have  to  await  Davidson’s 
infh  lence,  and  it  may  be  asked  whether  Davidson,  for  all  his 
vision,  was  not  too  hamstrung  by  prudence  to  make  an 
adequate  response  to  what  was  being  bom.  Bell  belonged  to 
that  generation  whose  ecumenical  ardour  was  kindled  by 
Tissington  Tatlow  and  the  Student  Christian  Movement, 
and  which  dared  to  bring  young  men  of  different  denomina¬ 
tion!  together  in  the  very  years  which  saw  establishment 
and  nonconformity  locked  in  the  bitter  struggle  that  centred 
on  education  issues.  While  at  Wells  Bell  had  shared  in  a 
tent  run  at  the  student  camp  at  Baslow  (precurser  of  the 
famous  Swanwick  and,  like  that  conference  centre,  in  Derby¬ 
shire).  Characteristically,  when  the  Wells  students  thereafter 
arra  lged  a  weekly  service  of  intercession  for  Christian  unity 
it  wits  Bell  who  drew  up  the  litany  for  the  purpose.1  (The 
sam<  s  deep  concern  that  Christian  unity  should  be  sought  by 
pray;r  and  not  only  by  work  appeared  when  he  was  entrus¬ 
ted  with  his  most  influential  ecumenical  office  in  1949. 
When  he  was  chairman  of  the  central  committee  of  the 
Wor  d  Council  of  Churches,  and  the  first  full  meeting  was 
held  in  his  see  city  of  Chichester,  he  made  arrangements  to 
enable  the  members  of  the  committee  regularly  to  pray  for 
one  another  by  name.) 

There  is  strong  evidence,  too,  of  the  degree  to  which  Bell 
stirred  the  primate  to  ecumenical  action,  as  well  as  of  the 
latter  giving  his  chaplain  the  opportunities  of  ecumenical 
experience.  Canon  Jasper  has  revealed  that  even  before  Bell 
joine  i  the  Lambeth  staff  he  had  pressed  on  the  Archbishop 
the  reed  for  Christians  of  all  denominations  to  face  to- 
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gether  the  issues  raised  by  the  war,  and  that  the  one-day 
meeting  in  October  1914,  attended  by  some  fifty  represen¬ 
tatives  of  the  Church  of  England,  the  major  Free  Churches 
and  the  Quakers,  which  Bell  was  authorized  to  arrange,  was 
based  on  his  own  initiative.® 

It  is  striking  that  this  first,  and  very  brief,  ecumenical 
conference  for  which  Bell  was  to  take  the  initiative  (when 
still  only  thirty-one)  brought  together  so  many  of  the  strands 
which  were  to  be  there  throughout  his  service  of  the  move¬ 
ment  for  Christian  unity.  It  was  to  be  in  what  came  to  be 
called  ‘Life  and  Work’  rather  than  in  ‘Faith  and  Order’ 
that  he  gave  his  primary  service  (although  late  in  his  epis¬ 
copate  he  told  one  of  his  younger  clergy,  Peter  Bide,  that 
if  he  had  to  begin  again  he  would  make  the  other  choice). 
Life  and  Work,  as  we  shall  see,  took  its  origin  in  the  vision 
of  the  great  Swedish  archbishop,  Nathan  Soderblom  of 
Uppsala.  He  was  convinced  that  Christian  churches  were 
called  upon  not  just  to  pursue  the  missionary  cause  with 
greatly  increased  co-operation,  but  unitedly  to  face  the 
challenges  which  the  twentieth  century  was  throwing  up 
with  ever-increasing  complexity.  Nowhere  did  that  challenge 
appear  more  sharply  than  in  war,  and  it  was  during  the 
second  great  world  war  of  our  era  that  Bell  was  to  be 
called  to  a  remarkable  witness,  and  a  rare  place  in  that 
creation  of  a  spiritual  Una  Sancta  transcending  the  divisions 
of  war  which  gave  heart  and  courage  to  many  persecuted 
and  suffering  Christians. 

That  single  day’s  conference  at  Lambeth  Palace  in  Octo¬ 
ber  1914  prefigured  Bell’s  ecumenical  service.  It  was  another 
day  at  the  Palace  which  was  to  usher  in  his  opportunity  of 
serving  on  the  world  scene.  On  that  day,  15  April  1921, 
Randall  Davidson  was  to  receive  for  an  hour’s  talk  in  the 
course  of  a  day  weighted  with  much  business  that  Swedish 
archbishop  who  passionately  longed  for  the  calling  of  a 
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U  niversal  Christian  Conference  on  Life  and  Work.  In  per- 
hc  ps  the  most  entertaining  pages  of  his  big  biography 
Boll  tells  of  the  contest  of  wits  between  the  two  archbishops, 
the  one  cautious,  prudential  and  weighty,  the  other  enthu¬ 
siastic,  mercurial  and  vivacious.®  Bell  appears  anonymously 
as  ‘the  chaplain’  who  prepared  a  sheet  of  paper  listing  the 
nutters  on  which  the  two  archbishops  might  talk.  SOder- 
bl  >m  rewrote  it,  as  he  waited  for  Davidson,  and  renumbered 
it  so  that  the  proposed  conference  headed  the  list,  only  to 
be  thwarted  by  Davidson’s  amused  determination  to  reverse 
th  s  order  in  the  actual  conversation.  Bell,  present  only  as 
chaplain  during  that  conflict  of  priorities,  was  in  large  mea¬ 
sure  to  succeed  SSderblom  as  the  chief  protagonist  of  Life 
and  Work  issues  in  the  ecumenical  movement. 

Sdderblom  had  in  fact  already  marked  Bell  as  an  impor¬ 
tant  person.  This  was  partly,  though  not  exclusively,  be¬ 
cause  of  his  relationship  to  Lambeth.  In  1919  at  Oud  Was- 
senaar,  near  The  Hague,  a  conference  attended  by  some 
sixty  participants  had  been  held  under  the  auspices  of  yet 
an  )ther  of  the  pioneering  ecumenical  bodies,  the  World 
Aliance  for  Promoting  International  Friendship  through 
the  Churches.  Bell  was  present  at  it,  though  not  as  a  full 
delegate.4  The  gravest  problem  that  it  faced,  again  pre¬ 
figuring  much  in  Bell’s  experience  in  the  later  war,  was  the 
pr<  'blem  of  war  guilt  and  the  willingness  of  the  German  dele- 
gat  es  to  acknowledge  it.  The  most  important  item  of  busi¬ 
ness  was  the  proposed  Universal  Christian  Conference  on 
Life  and  Work.  The  day  after  the  discussion  of  this  S8der- 
blom  wrote  to  his  wife: 

T  ie  Conference,  the  ecumenical,  was  dealt  with  yesterday.  Now  it 
w  ill  be  taken  over  by  us  in  the  North.  We  have  Bell  with  us,  therefore, 
I  presume,  also  Canterbury.  Otherwise  it  will  have  to  be  with  us, 
G  ermany,  the  British  Free  Churches,  Holland,  Switzerland,  Hungary, 
America,  without  the  Church  of  England. . .  .* 
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Even  Soderblom’s  enthusiasm,  together  with  thedominant 
role  some  Anglicans,  notably  Bishop  Talbot  of  Winchester, 
had  played  at  Oud  Wassenaar,  failed  to  make  him  certain 
that  Bell’s  presence  denoted  Davidson’s  full  support.  Bell 
was  in  fact  only  an  observer,  and  later  events  (including  the 
amusing  interview  two  years  later  at  Lambeth)  only  served 
to  reveal  Davidson’s  doubts.  Like  all  archbishops  of  the 
Church  of  England  in  the  twentieth  century  he  had  to  be 
persuaded  that  the  word  ‘ecumenical’  was  being  given  its 
true  content,  and  was  not  being  used  as  an  unjustifiable 
synonym  for  ‘pan-Protestant’.  Certainly  the  Swiss  repre¬ 
sentatives  as  firmly  wished  invitations  to  be  restricted  to 
Protestant  churches  as  Davidson  was  emphatic  that  Roman 
Catholic  and  Orthodox  participation  should  be  clearly 
invited,  whatever  might  be  the  response.6 

Davidson’s  unwillingness  to  be  committed  led  to  no  Ang¬ 
lican  being  present  at  the  meeting  convened  at  Paris  two 
months  later  to  carry  the  proposal  further.  The  Archbishop 
felt  that  he  had  made  the  conditions  for  the  co-operation  of 
the  Church  of  England  quite  clear,  and  a  delegation  was 
superfluous.  Nevertheless,  general  approval  was  given  to 
the  proposal  at  the  Paris  meeting,  and  a  far  larger  and  more 
representative  gathering  was  planned  at  Geneva  the  follow¬ 
ing  year  to  carry  the  whole  matter  further.  This  Geneva 
meeting  was  limited  to  Protestant  churches  and  therefore, 
since  one  of  Davidson’s  clear  conditions  was  ignored, 
no  Anglican  delegation  attended. 

Bell,  however,  was  present  for  another  conference  in 
Geneva  and  was  invited  to  attend  some  of  the  meetings. 

Soderblom  reported  to  Mrs  Sdderblom  in  his  staccato 
manner  about  his  contribution:  ‘Before  [Bell]  left  yester¬ 
day  morning,  he  managed  to  render  invaluable  service 
as  secretary.  On  Monday  and  in  the  French-German  ques¬ 
tion:  gallant,  a  man  of  honour,  capable.’7 
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Whatever  conditions  Davidson  laid  down,  his  chaplain 
be  came  convinced  that  the  proposed  Universal  Confer¬ 
ence  was  a  right  step  and,  in  the  years  that  led  up  to  the 
holding  of  the  conference  at  Stockholm  in  1925,  Soderblom 
re  ied  on  Bishop  Frank  Theodore  Woods  (of  Peterborough, 
la  er  of  Winchester)  and  Bell  as  Anglican  lieutenants.8 
Boll’s  new  duties  at  Canterbury  prevented  his  sharing  in  the 
Biitish  forerunner  of  Stockholm,  the  Conference  on  Poli¬ 
tics,  Economics  and  Citizenship  held  the  previous  year  in 
Birmingham.  This  gathering  was  dominated  by  William 
Temple,  whose  ecumenical  comprehensiveness  and  dazzling 
br  lliance  were  almost  to  obscure  Bell’s  pioneering  contri- 
bution  until  the  two  could  be  looked  at  from  a  longer 
pe  rspective.  COPEC,  as  the  Birmingham  conference  came 
to  be  called,  was  only  national  in  scope,  but  it  was  infinitely 
be  ter  devised  than  the  international  gathering  at  Stock- 
ho  Im.  It  had  learned  the  lesson  of  ‘Edinburgh  1910’  in  terms 
of  careful  preparation.  Stockholm  relied  too  much  on  the 
inspirational  techniques  of  earlier  ecumenical  gatherings, 
an  l  the  intellectual  range  and  effervescent  enthusiasm  of  a 
So  lerblom  were  no  substitute  for  the  almost  ruthless  intel- 
lectual  discipline  and  strategic  planning  of  J.  H.  Oldham, 
who  had  been  secretary  of  Edinburgh  and  its  preparation. 
When  the  second  Life  and  Work  conference  came  to  be 
held  at  Oxford  in  1937,  Oldham  was  fulfilling  his  Edinburgh 
rob,  and  the  difference  was  immense. 

But  though  Bell  was  not  uncritical  of  some  of  the  arrange- 
me  its  at  Stockholm,  it  represented  to  him  the  fulfilment  of  a 
greit  vision.  Writing  almost  thirty  years  later  he  said:  ‘Be- 
yoi  d  doubt  this  Conference  was  a  landmark  in  the  history 
of  the  Christian  Chinches  since  the  Reformation.’  After 
a  s  xong  tribute  to  Soderblom  as  the  moving  spirit  of  the 
whole  enterprise  he  wrote  (surely  referring  principally  to 
his  old  chief  at  Lambeth): 
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No  one  who  was  not  in  touch  with  authoritative  Church  opinion  at 
that  time  can  at  this  distance  easily  understand  how  difficult  it  was 
to  convince  the  leaders  of  the  Churches  of  the  need  of  coming 
together,  for  a  purpose  difficult  to  translate  into  very  concrete  terms, 
in  this  necessarily  dramatic  way.9 

Bell  in  that  sentence  reveals  how  much  he  had  become  SOder- 
blom’s  man  as  well  as  Davidson’s  man.  The  pragmatic 
caution  of  the  latter  was  now  in  some  degree  offset  by  the 
visionary  enthusiasm  of  the  former.  The  shy  young  Dean 
of  Canterbury  had  become  convinced  of  the  need  for  an 
element  of  the  dramatic  as  well  as  the  practical  in  the  wit¬ 
ness  to  Christian  unity  and  the  Christian  message  to  a  pre¬ 
occupied  world.  It  was  a  conviction  that  he  was  to  retain 
to  the  end  of  his  life. 

‘Stockholm’  marked  the  emergence  of  Bell  as  an  ecumeni¬ 
cal  leader  in  his  own  right.  He  was  still  only  forty-three.* 
Bell  was  now  no  longer  seen  as  another’s  chaplain,  but  as 
in  the  full  sense  a  leader.  He  was  a  member  of  the  group 
that  prepared  the  message  of  the  conference.  He  edited  the 
volume  of  the  proceedings  of  the  conference  that  was  pub¬ 
lished  in  English.  That  volume  was  to  record  some  prophetic 
words  he  spoke  to  the  conference  himself  on  the  last  day  of 
its  meeting: 

We  can  say  that  we  at  least  resolve,  we  six  hundred,  that  we  will 
strive  for  reconciliation  and  co-operation:  that  in  times  of  doubt, 
across  frontiers  which  divide,  we  shall  remember  one  another  as 
brethren,  and  as  brothers,  putting  aside  distrust  and  suspicion,  seek 
to  understand  our  brothers’  deeds,  our  brothers’  words.10 

This  was  a  resolve  that  Bell  was  to  maintain  and  exemplify 
when  fourteen  years  later  Europe  was  again  to  be  engulfed 
and  divided  by  war. 

More  important  for  the  future  than  Bell’s  public  role  as 

*  Stockholm  marked  the  beginning  of  international  ecumenical  experi¬ 
ence  for  one  a  great  deal  younger,  who  was  to  be  Bell’s  close  colleague 
in  the  succeeding  years,  Willem  Adolf  Visser ’t  Hooft,  first  general 
secretary  of  the  World  Council  of  Churches. 
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speaker,  committee  man  and  editor,  were  two  elements  in 
his  Stockhom  experience.  One  was  that  he  confirmed  and 
widened  the  friendships  made  at  earlier  international  ecu¬ 
menical  meetings.  Men  like  Eivind  Berggrav  of  Norway, 
Ac  olf  Deissmann  of  Germany,  and  Archbishop  Germanos 
of  Thyatira  became  personal  friends,  while  Sdderblom’s 
regard  for  him,  expressed  strikingly  three  years  earlier  by 
his  command  to  Albert  Schweitzer  not  to  pass  through 
Lo:idon  without  seeing  Bell,11  was  strongly  confirmed. 
Th  s  other  element  was  that  he  had  so  commended  himself 
to  ill  that  he  was  inevitably  a  member  of  the  continuation 
conmittee  set  up  as  the  conference  at  Stockholm  closed. 
He  iceforth  his  base  in  ecumenical  work  at  the  world  level 
was  i  secure.  The  continuation  committee  was  less  than  Bell’s 
own  vision  for  the  future,  which  was  of  an  International 
Council  on  Life  and  Work,12  but  it  was  one  of  the  chief 
elements  that  led  to  the  formation  of  something  far  more 
rep  resentative  and  comprehensive,  the  World  Council  of 
Churches.  In  fact,  by  1930  it  had  become  transformed  into 
the  Universal  Council  of  Bell’s  vision.  A  year  later  the  chief 
pro  jenitor  of  Life  and  Work,  Soderblom  of  Uppsala,  was 
deal.  Henceforth  Bell  was  no  longer  under  the  shadow  of 
the  two  great  archbishops  whom  in  very  different  ways 
and  relationship  he  had  served.  A  long  apprenticeship  to 
these  two  varied  men,  each  charged  with  immense  responsi¬ 
bilities,  had  not  stifled  Bell’s  leadership.  In  his  quiet,  patient 
way  he  had  amassed  a  great  store  of  experience,  and  had 
mac  e  his  own  judgment  on  the  contrasted  emphases  and 
metiods  of  the  cautious,  wise,  pragmatic  Scot  at  Lambeth, 
and  the  vivid,  visionary  personality  of  the  Swedish  scholar 
who  brought  a  new  international  fame  to  the  see  of  Uppsala. 
The  man  who  was  to  stand  where  he  stood  because,  in 
Luther’s  words,  ‘he  could  do  no  other’  during  the  second 
wor  d  war,  was  still  Davidson’s  Bell;  but  he  was  also  SQder- 
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blom’s  Bell.  It  was  not  for  nothing  that  the  last  sermon  of 
Bell’s  life  was  on  the  text  which  is  placed  on  Soderblom’s 
tomb  in  his  cathedral. 

Even  before  the  archbishop’s  death  his  ill-health  had 
forced  some  reduction  of  his  burden  of  leadership.  Bell 
quietly  moved  to  the  lead  in  Life  and  Work.  Nils  Ehren- 
strom  has  written: 

With  rare  distinction  and  gentle  firmness,  the  Bishop  of  Chichester 
(Bell)  guided  the  Council  as  its  chairman  during  some  of  its  most 
critical  years.  His  handling  of  the  relations  with  the  German 
Churches,  in  a  time  of  fierce  struggle  which  placed  before  the 
ecumenical  movement  perplexing  and  difficult  choices,  was  a  master¬ 
piece  of  pastoral  statecraft.18 

The  curate  at  Leeds  and  the  don  at  Oxford  had  become 
via  his  service  at  Lambeth,  and  the  quickening  of  his  zeal 
for  a  Christian  unity  relevant  to  this  century’s  problems  by 
Nathan  Sbderblom,  a  Christian  leader  of  international 
stature. 

Since  1929  he  had  been  the  Bishop  of  Chichester.  His 
see  was  an  ancient  one  and,  partly  by  reason  of  the  awk¬ 
ward  situation  of  his  cathedral  and  home  in  relation  to  the 
diocese,  a  particularly  demanding  one.  Bell  worked  hard 
as  a  diocesan  bishop,  as  he  worked  hard  at  everything  that 
he  undertook,  but  he  was  clear  that  the  office  of  bishop  was 
never  purely  local.  He  was  a  bishop  of  the  whole  Church 
of  God,  and  the  fact  that  he  had  become  a  diocesan  bishop 
while  still  in  his  mid-forties  meant  that  he  had  the  energy 
to  discharge  local  and  wider  responsibilities  with  vigour. 
The  passage  of  the  years  in  no  way  diminished  the  industry, 
and  if  the  energy  was  in  any  degree  abated  it  was  abundant¬ 
ly  compensated  for  by  experience. 

Bell  certainly  believed  that  a  bishop  rightly  committed 
himself  to  extra-diocesan  tasks,  but  in  no  way  did  he  regard 
his  see  as  merely  giving  him  a  standing  for  world-wide  ser¬ 
vice.  The  Bishop  of  Bristol,  Dr  Oliver  Tomkins,  recalls 
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during  his  own  sendee  of  the  World  Council  of  Churches 
as  a  staff  member  calling  at  Chichester  to  discuss  some 
Council  business.  He  found  Bell  writing  by  hand  a  letter  to 
ope  of  his  clergy  whose  wife  had  died. 

Later  In  the  day,  in  answer  to  some  request  of  mine  to  demand  his 
time  for  the  WCC,  he  said,  ‘After  all,  I  have  got  a  diocese!’  I  always 
felt  that  this  closeness  to  local  church  life  on  the  part  of  its  leaders 
is  one  advantage  which  episcopal  churches  have  in  ecumenical 
jaffairs,  and  certainly  G.K.A.B.  was  always  measuring  ecumenical 
actions  and  words  by  their  relevance  to  Sussex  or  their  credibility 
there.  The  Sussex  Council  of  Churches  was  created  to  that  end.* 

That  strange  phrase  used  by  Nils  Ehrenstrom  to  describe 
BfelPs  chairmanship  of  the  Universal  Christian  Council  for 
Life  and  Work,  ‘a  masterpiece  of  pastoral  statecraft’,  is  in 
its  unusual  way  an  accurate  summary.  He  had  become  a 
statesman  of  the  World  Church,  but  he  was,  and  remained, 
pastoral  statesman. 

*  See  chapter  6,  pp.  106-108. 
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4  The  Crisis  in  the  German 
Church 


30th  January  1933  was  a  day  fraught  with  appalling  con¬ 
sequences  for  all  who  were  to  live  through  the  next  decade 
and  beyond.  On  that  day  Adolf  Hitler  came  to  power  in 
Germany,  and  democracy  died.  For  George  Bell  what 
happened  in  Germany  on  that  day  directly  determined  the 
character  of  the  rest  of  his  life.  Had  he  not  become  caught 
up  in  the  German  church  struggle,  and  consequently  with 
the  German  resistance  movement  during  the  war,  he  would 
have  been  a  peripheral  figure  in  the  Christian  story  of  our 
century,  admired  as  a  gifted  biographer  and  as  an  Anglican 
ecumenical  pioneer  but  scarcely  warranting  inclusion  in 
such  a  series  as  that  in  which  this  volume  appears. 

One  whose  primary  duty  was  to  be  father-in-God  to  one 
of  the  more  affluent  and  conservative  dioceses  of  the  Church 
of  England  seems  a  strange  figure  to  be  so  constantly  and 
intimately  caught  up  in  the  affairs  of  a  country  whose 
language,  despite  a  resolute  attempt  to  learn  it  during  his 
time  as  Dean  of  Canterbury,  defeated  him  to  the  end  of  his 
life.1  (In  this,  as  in  so  much  else,  Bell  was  deeply  English: 
his  wide  culture  did  not  include  the  gift  of  modem  lan¬ 
guages.)  Little  in  his  upbringing  or  experience  seemed 
obviously  to  equip  him  to  play  the  part  that  he  did  as  the 
invincible  protagonist  of  that  ‘Confessing’  Church  which 
came  into  being  to  withstand  Hitler’s  pressures  upon  the 
German  Evangelical  Church. 
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There  were,  nevertheless,  three  elements  in  his  experience 
that  fitted  him  to  assume  leadership  when  the  challenge 
(ame.  One  was  the  office  that  he  held.  He  was  the  key 
f  gure  in  the  Life  and  Work  movement.  Until  the  close  of 
t  le  meeting  of  the  Universal  Christian  Council  for  Life  and 
Work  in  1934  he  was  the  chairman.  Thereafter  he  remained 
one  of  the  presidents  and,  more  important,  chairman  of 
tlie  administrative  committee.  This  gave  him  a  definite 
position  which  he  did  not  hesitate  to  use  to  intervene  when 
ci  ucial  issues  were  at  stake  in  Germany. 

Again,  as  we  have  seen,  he  was  in  many  things  the 
spiritual  heir  of  Soderblom.  He  had  none  of  Soderblom’s 
deep  Europeanism  (Soderblom  had  served  as  chaplain  in 
Cilais  and  Paris  and  as  professor  in  Leipzig,  as  well  as 
tu.ving  a  ready  command  of  the  major  European  languages 
ai  d  a  profound  knowledge  of  the  main  movements  of 
European  thought.)  But  Bell  was  a  man  of  ‘Stockholm’. 
The  message  of  that  conference,  in  drafting  which  Bell  had 
had  a  major  share,  included  these  words: 

1  Vc  have  also  set  forth  the  guiding  principles  of  a  Christian  inter- 
iationalism,  equally  opposed  to  a  national  bigotry  and  a  weak 
cosmopolitanism.  We  have  affirmed  the  universal  character  of  the 
( Ihurch,  and  its  duty  to  preach  and  practise  the  love  of  the  brethren. 
\  /e  have  considered  the  relation  of  the  individual  conscience  to  the 
s  ate.8 

De  /elopments  in  Nazi  Germany  were  to  contradict  that 
Stockholm  vision  at  every  point,  by  exalting  nationalism 
in  its. most  paranoic  form,  denying  the  universal  character 
of  t  he  church,  and  seeking  to  obliterate  the  rights  of  individ¬ 
ual  conscience  by  assertion  of  the  absolute  claim  of  the 
state.  Bell  was  equipped  to  discern  with  total  clarity  from 
the  very  first  the  real  nature  of  what  was  going  on  in 
Germany. 

Moreover,  although  at  first  sight  the  obduracy  and 
rem  erseless  pertinacity  with  which  he  pursued  his  course  of 
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public  criticism  of  the  Nazi  regime  seemed  a  strange 
development  in  one  who  was  not  only  SQderblom’s  heir  but 
much  more  patently  Davidson’s,  the  discontinuity  was  more 
apparent  than  real.  It  was  not  only  that  a  stream  of  letters 
to  The  Times  and  a  succession  of  informal  groups  gathering 
at  the  Athenaeum  marked  the  progress  of  Bell’s  concern, 
and  thus  he  used  the  instruments  of  that  ‘establishment’  in 
which  Davidson  had  moved  with  such  ease.  It  was  that 
Davidson’s  former  chaplain  followed  his  old  chief  in  being 
deeply  concerned  in  the  major  political  struggle  of  his  time. 
In  Davidson’s  time,  apart  from  issues  raised  by  the  first 
world  war  (to  which  reference  has  already  been  made),  it 
was  questions  like  home  rule  for  Ireland,  and  the  House  of 
Lords  struggle  which  engaged  the  Archbishop’s  close 
concern.  Bell’s  prophetic  genius  saw  that  what  was  going 
on  in  Germany  was  the  issue  in  the  1930s,  and  despite  the 
constant  demands  of  his  own  day-to-day  work  in  his  diocese 
he  gave  much  of  the  best  of  his  mind  and  energy  to  this 
concern.  He  early  discerned  what  Ehrenstrom  was  to 
describe  as  ‘an  historical  situation  in  which  the  perennial 
conflict  between  the  Church  and  the  world  was  again 
reaching  a  new  pitch  of  terrible  intensity,  due  to  the  on¬ 
slaught  of  militant  secular  and  neo-pagan  forces’.® 

Bell  wrote  some  years  after  the  second  world  war  ended: 

A  new  impetus,  however,  was  given  to  the  ecumenical  movement 
by  the  rise  of  the  National  Socialist  State  in  Germany  in  1933.  It 
was  the  Life  and  Work  side  which  was  most  strongly  affected.1 

The  first  of  those  two  sentences  is  far  more  remarkable  than 
superficially  may  appear.  That  it  served  as  an  impetus  was 
due  to  a  few  men  of  whom  Bell  was  the  chief.  It  could  have 
served  as  the  destruction  of  the  infant  ecumenical  move¬ 
ment.  Within  less  than  ten  years  after  the  Stockholm 
gathering,  which  was  the  first  major  non-missionary 


ecumenical  world  conference,  the  movement’s  responsible 
Isadership  faced  the  question  of  which  church  was  in  fact 
the  true  Christian  church  in  one  of  the  major  European 
countries. 

The  Faith  and  Order  side  of  the  ecumenical  movement 
l  ad  held  its  first  world  conference  at  Lausanne  in  1927. 
I  iy  its  very  nature  it  was  more  deeply  ecclesiastical  in  charac¬ 
ter  and,  handling  as  it  did  the  most  fissile  material  in  re¬ 
gard  to  church  divisions,  was  bound  to  be  almost  pedanti¬ 
cally  circumspect  in  sticking  to  the  rules.  (Dietrich  Bon- 
hoeffer  was  to  discover  this  in  correspondence  with  Dr 
Leonard  Hodgson,  the  secretary  of  Faith  and  Order,  in 
l!  >35.)8  But  Life  and  Work,  if  less  firmly  ecclesiastical,  was 
still  precarious  in  its  condition,  and  the  world  economic 
crisis  had  at  one  point  rendered  even  its  survival  doubtful. 
It  Britain,  unlike  the  World  Alliance  for  Promoting 
Ittemational  Friendship  through  the  Churches  (which 
hi  id  gained  the  influential  support  of  men  like  Sir  Stafford 
Ciipps),  there  was  little  organized  support  for  the  Life  and 
Work  movement.  At  one  major  meeting  of  the  Universal 
Christian  Council  Bell  was  the  sole  representative  from 
England. 

It  would  have  been  excusable,  and  even  natural,  if  a  move¬ 
ment  still  seeking  a  broad  base  of  support  in  the  churches, 
an  1  its  own  way  forward,  had  been  very  cautious  in  handling 
the  issues  raised  by  the  German  church  struggle.  After  all, 
it  vas  the  initial  and  never  wholly  stifled  criticism  of  every 
ecumenical  initiative  from  the  Edinburgh  conference  in 
19!  0  onwards  that  organs  would  be  created  which  would 
un1  varrantably  interfere  with  the  life  of  individual  churches. 
If  ihe  Universal  Christian  Council  started  taking  sides  in 
the  internal  affairs  of  the  German  church  would  not  such 
sus  ncions  have  been  proved  to  be  totally  justified? 

I  rom  the  vantage  point  of  almost  forty  years  after  the 
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beginning  of  that  struggle  in  Germany  it  is  easy  to  see  that 
had  the  Life  and  Work  movement  tried  to  push  this  issue 
away  to  the  circumference  it  would  have  forfeited  any 
claim  to  relevance  to  the  central  issue  of  that  time.  It  can 
have  been  far  from  as  clear  to  many  then.  The  glory  of 
Bell’s  contribution  to  the  whole  development  of  Life  and 
Work  is  found  in  his  determination  that  what  was  happening 
in  Germany  should  be  seen  as  the  central  issue.  The  eventual 
examination  of  the  whole  wide  question  of  totalitarianism 
as  the  major  theme  of  the  second  world  conference  of  Life 
and  Work,  that  on  ‘Church,  Community  and  State’  at 
Oxford  in  1937,  owed  far  more  to  J.  H.  Oldham  than  to  Bell, 
and  a  biographer  must  beware  of  a  natural  tendency  to 
exaggerate  the  contribution  of  his  subject  to  the  movement. 
To  Oldham  rather  than  to  Bell  must  be  attributed  much  of 
the  achievement  of  that  Oxford  conference  which  had  been 
prepared  for  with  the  intellectual  rigour  which  the  Stock¬ 
holm  gathering  had  lacked.  One  knowledgable  and  astringent 
critic  has  judged  that  had  it  been  left  to  Bell  the  Life  and 
Work  movement  would  never  have  moved  out  of  medioc¬ 
rity.  It  was  Oldham  who  made  certain  that  mediocrity  was 
not  a  word  that  anyone  would  be  likely  to  apply  to  the  second 
world  conference  of  the  movement. 

Bell’s  particular  achievement  at  the  point  was  different 
and  two-fold.  He  ensured  that  there  was  a  living  movement 
which  could  mount  so  essential  a  conferring  of  Christian 
leaders  as  they  stood  almost  on  the  threshold  of  another 
world  war.  He  also  determined  that  the  theme  of  that  gather¬ 
ing  should  be  what  it  was.  Naturally,  others  shared  with 
him  in  this  achievement  but,  because  of  the  position  which 
he  held,  any  faltering  or  equivocation  on  his  part  would 
almost,  certainly  have  left  the  movement  in  the  shallows. 
When  in  1954  Bell  wrote  those  words  about  a  new  impetus 
being  given  to  the  ecumenical  movement  by  the  rise  of 
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Nazism  he  was  pointing  to  the  actual  result.  It  could  have 
been  far  otherwise.  His  own  humility  masked  the  alternative 
effect  that  the  rise  of  Hitler  to  power  could  have  had  upon 
the  still  fragile  organs  of  ecumenical  co-operation. 

Strangely,  Bell  was  in  Berlin  when  Hitler  came  to  power 
and  celebrated  his  fiftieth  birthday  five  days  later  amidst 
a  great  sea  of  flags  being  flown  to  celebrate  the  Nazi  victory. 
The  meetings  of  the  executive  committee  of  the  World 
Alliance,  the  Geneva  secretaries,  and  the  executive  of  Life 
and  Work  were  held  in  succession  in  the  German  capital 
across  the  very  days  on  which  Hitler  was  assuming  supreme 
control  over  the  Reich.  It  was  a  curiously  fitting  prelude 
to  years  in  which  Bell  was  to  find  his  peace  of  mind  con¬ 
stantly  invaded  by  the  German  question;  and  years,  too, 
in  which  his  prophetic  role  in  regard  to  the  Confessing 
Church  and  its  opposition  to  Hitler  was  to  lead  to  grave 
misunderstanding  and  hostility  towards  him. 

Within  less  than  a  month  after  his  accession  to  power 
Hitler,  using  the  occasion  of  the  Reichstag  fire,  promulgated 
a  decree  that  was  to  abolish  almost  all  constitutional 
rights  of  the  individual  until  Hitler  himself  was  no  more. 
Eberhard  Bethge  remarks  that  it  made  possible  the  con¬ 
centration  camps.  It  was  the  basis  of  totally  arbitrary  rule. 

There  followed  the  actions  which  were  to  mark  the  patho¬ 
logical  recession  into  barbarism  which  Nazism  proved  to  be 
-  boycott  and  persecution  of  all  Jews,  exaltation  of  Nordic 
blood  (and  the  consequent  hounding  of  all  with  some 
admixture  of  ‘non-Aryan*  race),  and  the  full  apparatus  of 
totalitarianism.  This  included  the  attempt  to  create  a 
national  church  which  would  be  Hitler’s  creature,  headed 
by  Ludwig  Miiller,  a  former  army  chaplain  wholly  lacking 
in  any  distinction,  but  enjoying  the  dubious  privilege  of 
Hitler’s  confidence. 

There  were  other  acts  of  the  new  government  which 
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seemed  to  promise  much  good  for  the  nation.  It  had  been 
weakly  governed,  and  not  only  shared  the  world-wide 
economic  depression  with  its  consequence  in  mass  unem¬ 
ployment,  but  still  smarted  under  a  sense  of  defeat  and  dis¬ 
grace.  Hitler  appeared  to  many  inside  the  Christian  church 
as  the  saviour  of  a  nation  threatened  by  godless  Bolshevism 
and  eroded  in  its  confidence  by  bad  government,  inter¬ 
national  Jewish  finance  and  the  will  of  its  former  enemies 
to  keep  it  in  subjection.  One  of  Bonhoeffer’s  biographers 
quotes  the  utterance  of  one  of  the  Evangelical  Church’s 
general  superintendents  at  the  time  of  Hitler’s  first  moves 
against  the  Jews: 


To  me  it  is  fairly  understandable,  because  of  what  Jewry  by  its 
control  of  the  Press,  finance,  the  theatre,  etc.,  has  done  to  us  . . . 
that  justifiable  collective  anger,  even  when  the  people’s  frame  of 
mind  is  not  specifically  anti-Semitic,  should  for  once  vent  itself  in 
violence.  Never  for  a  second  has  the  black,  red  and  gold  flag  [i.e.  of 
the  Weimar  Republic]  had  any  place  either  in  my  heart  or  in  my 
home.  I  have  always  been  a  man  of  the  extreme  right.* 

With  some  men  of  that  type  in  the  leadership  of  the 
church  we  need  not  be  surprised  that  when  ‘German 
Christians’  (a  group  avowedly  committed  to  total  support 
of  Hitler),  pressed  for  the  adoption  of  the  notorious  Aryan 
clause  within  the  church  in  Prussia  they  were  successful. 
That  clause,  introduced  to  exclude  from  the  civil  service 
all  of  Jewish  or  partly  Jewish  descent,  could  now  be  used 
to  extrude  all  Christian  ministers  having  any  Jewish  blood 
at  all.  It  was  in  opposition  to  this  that  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer 
first  took  his  stand. 

The  gradual  emergence  of  a  body  of  Christians  who,  from 
different  standpoints  and  in  varying  degrees,  fought  the 
attempts  of  Hitler  to  impose  his  will  upon  the  church,  and 
fought,  too,  a  spirit  of  subservience  within  the  church,  is  the 
story  of  the  creation  of  what  came  to  be  a  church  within 
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the  church  -  the  Confessing  Church,*  as  it  came  to  be 
fciown. 

On  4  September  1933,  the  gathering  which  came  to  be 
culled  the  ‘Brown  Synod’  of  the  church  in  Prussia  was  held. 
Tie  nickname  was  due  to  the  number  of  participants 
wearing  the  brown  shirts  of  Nazi  party  members,  and  the 
S3  nod  replaced  the  ten  general  superintendents  by  ten 
‘German  Christian’  bishops,  thus  purging  from  the  admin¬ 
istration  of  the  church  all  who  were  not  sympathetic  to  the 
msw  regime.  Some,  including  Martin  Niemoller,  pressed 
for  the  creation  of  a  wholly  free  church. 


This  idea  was  not  supported,  but  instead  there  was  bom  the  first 
organ  of  the  Confessing  Church,  which  was  to  fight  for  its  freedom 
without  creating  a  schism;  this  was  the  Pfarrernotbund,  the  Emer¬ 
gency  League  of  Pastors.  In  its  first  form  it  was  pledged  to  four  points : 

1  To  renew  allegiance  to  the  Scriptures  and  the  Creed. 

2  To  resist  any  attack  upon  them. 

3  To  give  material  and  financial  help  to  those  who  suffered 
through  oppressive  laws  of  violence. 

4  To  repudiate  the  Aryan  paragraph.7 


The  Confessing  Church  was  to  have  other  organs,  includ¬ 
ing  the  secret  seminary  for  the  training  of  pastors  at  Finken- 
wfdde,  of  which  Bonhoeffer  was  the  head. 

The  line  between  the  official  church  and  the  Confessing 
Church  was  not  always  easy  to  draw.  Not  all  in  the  official 
cl  urch  were  of  one  mind,  and  certainly  not  all  in  the  Confes- 
si  lg  Church  were.  Moreover,  the  Confessing  Church  was  not 
in  schism;  there  had  been  no  disruption  such  as  came  in 
Scotland  in  1843.  But  just  as  the  Free  Church  of  Scotland, 
wiich  ‘came  out  at  the  Disruption’,  claimed  to  be  no  new 
cl  urch  but  the  true  Church  of  Scotland,  so  this  Confessing 
C  lurch,  even  while  not  separating,  claimed  to  be  the  true 
German  Evangelical  Church.  Bonhoeffer  during  the  follow- 

*  Bell  and  his  official  biographer  always  call  it  the  Confessional 
Cl  urch,  but  this  is  an  unusual  usage. 
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mg  year  wrote  in  this  uncompromising  vein  to  H.  L.  Hen- 
riod,  the  general  secretary  both  of  the  World  Alliance  and 
of  life  and  Work: 

There  is  not  the  claim  or  even  the  wish  to  be  a  Free  Church  besides 
the  Relchskirche,  but  there  is  the  claim  to  be  the  only  theologically 
and  legally  legitimate  Evangelical  Church  in  Germany,  and  accord¬ 
ingly  you  cannot  expect  this  church  to  set  up  a  new  constitution, 
since  it  is  based  on  the  very  constitution  which  the  Relchskirche 
has  neglected.9 

It  was  in  the  adjudication  of  that  claim  that  Bell  found 
himself  so  deeply  engaged  on  so  many  fronts.  Who  could 
fitly  represent  the  evangelical  Christians  of  Germany  at 
such  a  time  in  ecumenical  conference  with  their  brethren 
of  other  lands?  Making  a  judgment  upon  this  inevitably 
involved  making  a  judgment  upon  what  was  going  on  in 
Germany,  both  in  regard  to  the  actions  of  the  secular  power 
and  the  reaction  of  the  chinch  to  those  actions.  Such  a 
judgment  must  rest  upon  as  accurate  information  as  could 
be  secured,  and  this  by  definition  was  not  easy  to  obtain 
when  a  totalitarian  state  had  taken  control  of  all  means  of 
communication.  More  than  this,  the  information  that  was 
secured  needed  evaluation. 

It  was  at  this  point  that  Bell  secured  the  inestimable  help 
of  one  who  has  been  judged  to  be  one  of  the  most  influential 
Christians  of  our  time,  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer,  the  outstanding 
young  German  theologian  who  was  hanged  on  Hitler’s 
personal  orders  at  the  age  of  thirty-nine.  His  Letters  and 
Papers  from  Prison 9  has  been  perhaps  the  most  seminal 
Christian  book  of  the  third  quarter  of  our  century.  From 
the  moment  of  his  first  meeting  with  Bell  until  he  was 
executed  in  the  spring  woods  at  Flossenbiirg  on  9  April 
1945,  Bonhoeffer’s  life  was  entwined  with  that  of  the  English 
bishop  he  came  to  speak  of  as  ‘Uncle  George’.  They  shared 
a  common  birthday,  but  Bell  was  twenty-three  years  older. 
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Jonhoeffer’s  most  intimate  friend  and  biographer,  Eber- 
lard  Bethge,  says  of  him  that  ‘the  only  personalities  to 
vhom  he  granted  real  authority  over  him  were  Karl  Barth 
;  md  Dr  Bell,  the  Bishop  of  Chichester’.10  It  was  to  George 
Jell  of  Chichester  that  Bonhoeffer  sent  the  last  message  of 
his  life  as  he  was  led  away  to  the  place  of  execution. 

That  tragic  moment,  however,  was  twelve  years  away 
when  Bell  first  came  to  know  and  appreciate  the  young 
German  pastor.  They  had  already  met  at  Geneva,  but  the 
opportunity  for  a  close  relationship  came  when  Bonhoeffer 
deliberately  chose  to  leave  his  teaching  position  in  Berlin 
;o  be  pastor  of  two  small  German  congregations  in  London, 
iving  in  Forest  Hill  near  the  church  of  one  of  them.  That 
choice  had  been  made  when  Bonhoeffer  saw  the  need  to 
i  nterpret  in  Britain  the  true  meaning  of  what  was  going  on 
n  Germany,  and  within  the  Evangelical  Church  there. 
Within  three  weeks  of  his  arrival  he  was  invited  to  the  palace 
it  Chichester. 

Mary  Bosanquet  has  written: 

Bonhoeffer  soon  gained  a  filial  affection  for  this  great-hearted 
statesman  of  the  Church,  and  Bell  for  his  part  valued  the  integrity 
and  acuteness  of  mind  of  this  passionate  young  German,  who  saw 
the  struggle  as  a  struggle  for  the  purity  of  the  Christian  faith  itself, 
transcending  national  boundaries.  With  the  humility  of  a  great  man. 
Bell  allowed  himself  to  be  informed  and  even  instructed,  gaining  an 
insight  into  the  issues  involved  which  was  second  to  that  of  no  other 
man  outside  Germany.11 

On  the  basis  of  this  knowledge  Bell  took  the  lead  in  inform¬ 
ing  influential  British  opinion,  largely  through  a  constant 
stream  of  letters  to  The  Times.  He  was  also  equipped  to 
1  landle  the  question  when  it  inevitably  came  before  the  inter- 
i  lational  Christian  forum  which  Life  and  Work  represented, 
'lie  executive  committee  of  the  movement  met  at  Novi 
{ !ad  in  Yugoslavia  in  September  1933.  The  representatives 
of  the  German  Evangelical  Church  were  led  by  Theodor 
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Heckel,  head  of  the  Ecclesiastical  Foreign  Ministry.  Bishop 
Heckel,  as  he  became,  was  a  man  of  wholly  different  calibre 
from  Miiller.  The  latter  was  a  man  of  no  culture,  holding 
office  merely  because  of  his  complaisance  towards  the 
regime.  Heckel  was  able  and  a  genuinely  committed 
Christian  and  churchman,  who  was  able  to  put  a  sympathet¬ 
ic  interpretation  on  the  coming  of  Hitler  to  power  because 
of  the  disorder  that  had  preceded  that  event.  As  Theodore 
Gill  puts  it,  perhaps  a  little  rhetorically,  for  Bonhoeffer 
Heckel  ‘chose  wrong,  and  so  he  was  the  respected  enemy, 
resisted  but  not  hated,  double  damned  in  a  hell  of  tragic 
ambiguities’.12  Only  when  Heckel’s  true  stature  is  apprecia¬ 
ted  can  the  full  measure  of  Bell’s  difficulties  be  assessed. 

Heckel  was  naturally  anxious  to  interpret  the  events  of 
the  past  months,  since  the  advent  of  Hitler  to  power,  in 
the  most  favourable  light.  The  minutes  of  the  meeting  read: 

[Heckel]  painted  a  clear  picture  of  the  vast  changes  and  preliminary 
reconstruction  in  Nation,  State  and  Church,  and  sought  to  clarify 
the  great  questions  and  tasks  which  hereby  assume  particular  import¬ 
ance  for  the  whole  work  of  the  churches  in  the  ecumenical  field.19 

(Connoisseurs  of  the  ecumenical  art  of  handling  the  un¬ 
palatable  without  direct  offence  can  treasure  this  splendid 
example  of  the  genre.)  In  the  course  of  the  speech,  the  central 
contents  of  which  were  to  be  so  neutrally  recorded,  Heckel 
had  in  fact  scoffed  at  all  the  ideals  for  which  the  Stockholm 
conference  had  stood.  ‘Its  message  is  obsolete,’  he  said, 
*.  .  .  the  off-spring  of  the  humanitarian  ideals  of  the  En¬ 
lightenment  and  the  French  Revolution.  .  .  .  The  rising 
Reformation  theology  today  would  put  a  critical  question- 
mark  at  almost  every  sentence  in  it.’14 

This  was  taking  the  battle  into  the  enemy  camp  with  a 
vengeance.  It  suggested  that  the  authors  of  the  Stockholm 
message,  and  not  the  ecclesiastical  supporters  of  Nazism, 
were  unconscious  traitors  to  the  faith.  One  of  the  authors, 
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Wilfred  Monod  of  France,  responded  by  expressing  his 
regret  that  the  German  churchman  had  failed  to  mention 
h  his  account  what  had  recently  happened  in  his  country, 
f  >r  the  meeting  at  Novi  Sad  had  begun  only  five  days  after 
tie  ‘Brown  Synod’  which  had  installed  the  ‘German 
Christian’  bishops  in  Prussia.  There  was  no  mention  in 
Heckel’s  speech  of  the  imposition  of  the  Aryan  clause  on 
tie  Christian  Church.  Monod  believed  that  a  Christian 
assembly  would  have  been  interested  to  hear  of  these  things. 

Another  author  of  the  Stockholm  message,  Bell,  was  in 
t  le  chair.  Bell  resolved  on  bringing  forward  a  resolution 
vrhich  could  only  result  in  the  recorded  disagreement  of  the 
leaders  of  the  German  delegation.  This  may  seem  a  small 
and  inevitable  result  of  taking  the  only  stand  which  Chris¬ 
tian  men  with  any  integrity  could  take,  but  it  marked  a 
departure  from  all  previous  ecumenical  practice.  Bell  had 
sought  to  reduce  the  openness  of  the  split  as  much  as 
possible  over  a  tense  week-end,  but  his  statemanship  in 
hying  to  avoid  a  break-up  of  Life  and  Work  was  never  used 
to  obscure  the  true  situation  in  Germany.  The  resolution 
which  he  brought  forward  included  these  words: 


. . .  grave  anxieties  were  expressed  by  the  representatives  of  different 
churches  in  Europe  and  America  in  particular  with  regard  to  the 
severe  action  taken  against  persons  of  Jewish  origin,  and  the  serious 
restrictions  placed  upon  freedom  of  thought  and  expression  in 
Germany. . . . 


In  one  sense  this  was  only  factual.  Such  anxieties  had  been 
ej  pressed.  But  the  decision  to  state  it  by  resolution  was  of 
real  significance. 

Of  equal  importance  was  the  invitation  to  Bell  to  write  on 
bihalf  of  the  committee  to  the  German  church  government. 
Tiis  was  a  far  more  public  act.  It  henceforth  identified  Bell 
in  the  most  emphatic  manner  as  a  critic  of  what  was 
ha  ppening  to  the  Christian  cause  in  Germany.  The  letter 
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was  addressed  to  Reichbishop  Muller.  Written  on  23  Octo¬ 
ber,  it  was  issued  to  the  press  some  days  later.  It  contained 
a  quotation  from  a  declaration  made  by  no  fewer  than  two 
thousand  pastors  to  the  National  Synod  at  Wittenberg 
which  had  been  held  between  the  Novi  Sad  meeting  and  the 
writing  of  the  letter.  The  declaration  made  with  this  massive 
support  showed  that  the  deep  concern  felt  by  Christians 
elsewhere  in  the  world,  on  behalf  of  whom  Bell  wrote,  was 
not  an  anxiety  on  behalf  of  some  minor  eccentric  group. 
The  quotation  read: 

In  critical  and  important  meetings  of  the  Synod  the  present  majority 
of  its  members  have  refused  the  minority  its  fundamental  right  of 
giving  advice  and  of  free  speech,  even  in  regard  to  questions  which 
touch  upon  the  essential  nature  of  the  Church  and  its  commission. 
Church  life  has  been  kept  by  force  for  several  months  under  coercive 
control  of  a  single  group  in  the  Church.  It  ought  not  to  be,  that  in 
denial  of  brotherly  love  the  Church  of  Jesus  Christ  should,  through 
the  domination  of  force,  be  made  a  kingdom  of  this  world.11 

Muller  sought  to  be  reassuring,  but  his  reply  was  contra¬ 
dicted  by  the  swift  movement  of  events  in  the  church  in 
Germany.  In  the  following  year  Bell  addressed  an  Ascension 
Day  message  to  the  churches,  in  his  capacity  as  president  of 
Life  and  Work.  This  action  was  taken  on  the  strong  advice 
of  Bonhoeffer,  who  believed  that  the  common  cause  of 
European  Christianity  was  at  stake.  He  pleaded  with  his 
older  friend,  ‘Please  do  not  remain  silent  now  !’16  Bonhoeffer 
was  more  than  the  initiator;  he  was  responsible  for  a  great 
deal  of  the  contents  of  the  letter,  for  Bell,  with  a  remarkable 
humility  in  an  acknowledged  world  leader  in  this  field, 
had  submitted  his  first  draft  to  the  German  pastor  who  was 
still  in  his  twenties.  (We  may  note  how  well  he  had  learned 
the  lesson  of  Davidson’s  trust  of  a  young  man.) 

There  were  two  main  purposes  in  this  letter.  One  was  to 
warn  the  churches  so  that  there  would  be  caution  and 
judgment  in  resisting  the  wooing  approaches  of  the  German 
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church  government.  Those  approaches  had  already  been 
disturbingly  successful  in  regard  to  the  Bishop  of  Glou¬ 
cester,  A.  C.  Headlam,  a  central  figure  in  Faith  and  Order 
an  i  in  the  foreign  relations  of  the  Church  of  England.  The 
other  purpose  was  to  make  clear  that  the  German  church 
question  must  inevitably  occupy  the  centre  of  the  stage  in 
tho  forthcoming  meeting  of  the  full  Universal  Christian 
Council  of  Life  and  Work.  This  was  due  to  be  held  at 
Fafn5,  in  Denmark,  in  August.  The  letter  ran: 

have  been  urged  from  many  quarters  to  issue  some  statement  to 
:  ny  fellow  members  of  the  Universal  Christian  Council  for  Life 
ind  Work  upon  the  present  position  in  the  German  Evangelical 
Church,  especially  as  it  affects  the  other  Churches  represented  on  the 
Universal  Christian  Council  for  Life  and  Work. 

The  situation  is,  beyond  doubt,  full  of  anxiety.  To  estimate  it 
aright,  we  have  to  remember  the  fact  that  a  revolution  has  taken 
place  in  the  German  State,  and  that  as  a  necessary  result  the  German 
Evangelical  Church  was  bound  to  be  faced  with  new  tasks  and  many 
new  problems  requiring  time  for  their  full  solution.  It  is  nonetheless 
true  that  the  present  position  is  being  watched  by  members  of  the 
Christian  Churches  abroad  not  only  with  great  interest,  but  with  a 
deepening  concern.  The  chief  cause  of  anxiety  is  the  assumption  by 
the  Reichbishop  in  the  name  of  the  principle  of  leadership  of  auto¬ 
cratic  powers  unqualified  by  constitutional  or  traditional  restraints 
which  are  without  precedent  in  the  history  of  the  Church.  The 
exercise  of  these  autocratic  powers  by  the  Church  government 
appears  incompatible  with  the  Christian  principle  of  seeking  in 
brotherly  fellowship  to  receive  the  guidance  of  the  Holy  Spirit. 
It  has  had  disastrous  effects  on  the  internal  unity  of  the  Church;  and 
the  disciplinary  measures  which  have  been  taken  by  the  Church 
government  against  Ministers  of  the  Gospel  on  account  of  their 
loyalty  to  the  fundamental  principles  of  Christian  truth  have  made  a 
painful  impression  on  Christian  opinion  abroad,  already  disturbed 
by  the  introduction  of  racial  distinctions  in  the  universal  fellowship 
of  the  Christian  Church.  No  wonder  that  voices  should  be  raised  in 
Germany  itself  making  a  solemn  pronouncement  before  the  whole 
Christian  world  on  the  dangers  to  which  the  spiritual  life  of  the 
Evangelical  Church  is  exposed. 

There  are  indeed  other  problems  which  the  German  Evangelical 
Church  is  facing,  which  are  the  common  concern  of  the  whole  of 
Christendom.  These  are  such  fundamental  questions  as  those  respect- 
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mg  the  nature  of  the  Church,  its  witness,  its  freedom  and  its  relation 
to  the  secular  power.  At  the  end  of  August  the  Universal  Council 
will  be  meeting  in  Denmark.  The  Agenda  of  the  Council  will 
inevitably  include  a  consideration  of  the  religious  issues  raised  by 
the  present  situation  in  the  German  Evangelical  Church.  It  will  also 
have  to  consider  the  wider  questions  which  affect  the  life  of  all  the 
Churches  in  Christendom. . .  .17 

Even  this  forthright  and  widely  circulated  statement  did 
not  satisfy  all  Bonhoeffer’s  desires,  which  ran  to  the  giving  of 
an  ‘ultimatum’  to  Muller  (the  precise  content  of  which  it  is 
not  easy  to  discern) :  but  he  was  deeply  grateful  for  it  and  in 
expressing  his  thanks  to  Bell  called  it  ‘a  living  document  of 
ecumenic  and  mutual  responsibility’.18  Recognition  from 
the  other  side  came  later  in  the  year  when  von  Ribbentrop, 
then  Hitler’s  special  envoy,  made  a  visit  to  Chichester  itself 
to  see  Bell.  Bell’s  was  a  voice  that  was  marring  the  Hitler 
regime’s  attempt  to  give  itself  an  attractive  image  beyond 
Germany. 

But  the  attention  which  Bell  and  others  were  directing  to 
the  true  nature  of  the  situation  in  Germany  did  not  avail 
in  any  way  to  lessen  the  progress  towards  a  total  and  repul¬ 
sive  tyranny  in  which,  at  great  personal  risks,  a  noble 
company  of  Christians  were  bearing  their  witness.  By  the 
time  the  Fano  meeting  came  in  August  1934,  the  tension 
was  great.  It  included  an  event  which  so  impressed  itself  on 
Bell  that  he  referred  to  it  twenty  years  later,  even  within  the 
few  lines  he  could  spare  for  the  meeting  in  his  short  volume 
on  the  World  Council  of  Churches. 

There  was  an  extraordinary  scene  when  a  Nazi  courier  came  by  air 
from  quarters  attached  to  the  new  government  in  Germany,  with 
instructions  to  the  German  Church  delegates.  The  whole  atmosphere 
of  this  meeting  was  tense,  as  there  were  anti-Nazi  Germans  secretly 
present  as  well  as  official  delegates  of  the  Evangelical  Church.19 

The  official  history  of  the  ecumenical  movement  refers  to  the 
meeting  of  the  Universal  Christian  Council  at  Fano  as 
‘perhaps  the  most  critical  and  decisive  meeting  in  its 
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history’.  It  was  this  because,  ‘Here  the  Council  solemnly 
resolved  to  throw  its  weight  on  the  side  of  the  Confessing 
Church  in  Germany  against  the  so-called  “German  Chris- 
tiais”  and  by  implication  against  the  Nazi  regime’.20 

1  Jell  faced  the  severest  possible  test  of  his  ecumenical  and 
international  statesmanship  in  the  preparation  for  the 
meeting  and  in  the  meeting  itself.  He  was  clear  that  any 
premature  ostracism  of  the  official  church  would  only  have 
the  effect  of  closing  doors  that  were  still  partly  open.  He 
wjs  as  clear  that  there  must  be  representatives  of  the  Con¬ 
fessing  Church  present.  He  was  prepared,  despite  protests 
from  the  official  German  representatives,  to  use  his  powers 
as  president  to  invite  Bonhoeffer,  and  Dr  Koch,  President 
of  the  Westphalian  Church  and  a  senior  leader  of  the 
Gmfessing  Church,  to  be  present.  Koch  in  the  end  decided 
that  it  would  be  prudent  not  to  attend.  Bell  was  aware  of  the 
tijjht-rope  that  he  walked  in  this  matter.  The  whole  basis 
of  the  ecumenical  movement  was,  and  is,  that  churches 
si  ould  themselves  choose  those  who  were  to  represent  them. 
Abuse  of  his  presidential  powers  would  lay  him  open  to 
the  gravest  criticism.  But  the  situation  was  without  prece¬ 
dent.  A  large  part  of  the  German  church,  and  that  which 
most  disinterested  outside  observers  judged  to  be  most 
tiue  to  the  gospel,  was  being  excluded  from  any  share  in  the 
official  life  of  the  church. 

Bonhoeffer  in  fact  attended.  The  meeting  was  stormy, 
v  ith  leaks  to  the  press,  demands  from  the  German  delegates 
t  rat  all  discussions  should  be  held  in  camera,  and  a  grotes¬ 
que  statement  by  the  air-borne  envoy,  Bimbaum,  within 
t  twenty-minute  time-limit  firmly  maintained  by  Bell. 
Marc  Boegner,  present  for  the  first  time  at  the  Universal 

Sstian  Council  (but  later  to  become  the  doyen  of  the 
ich-speaking  ecumenists)  wrote  in  a  letter  from  Fan5 
it  was  ‘the  most  incredible  address  you  could  imagine’. 


c 
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There  was  not  a  single  reference  to  what  we  find  so  heartbreaking  in 
life  today  and  particularly  in  the  government  of  the  Church.  There 
were  platitudes  about  the  spiritual  revival,  the  increase  in  the 
number  of  marriages  and  baptisms,  the  development  of  Christianity 
in  the  proletariat  as  a  result  of  the  National-Socialist  revolution. . .  • 
We  just  sat  and  gaped.21 

Bell’s  tight-rope  walk  commended  itself  to  the  Universal 
Christian  Council.  He  had  used  the  right  of  the  president 
to  invite  guests :  the  Council  used  its  right  under  the  rules  to 
co-opt  Dr  Koch  and  Bonhoeffer  to  full  membership.  This 
action  itself  was  the  clearest  declaration  of  where  the  Council 
stood,  but  it  was  further  spelt  out  by  resolution. 

The  Council  desires  to  assure  its  brethren  in  the  Confessional  Synod 
of  the  German  Evangelical  Church  of  its  prayers  and  heart-felt 
sympathy  in  their  witness  to  the  principles  of  the  gospel,  and  of  its 
resolve  to  maintain  close  fellowship  with  them.22 

Bishop  Heckel,  on  behalf  of  the  official  German  delega¬ 
tion,  protested  at  this  and  other  declarations  of  the  Council, 
saying  ‘The  Delegation  find  in  this  an  attitude  to  the  internal 
situation  of  the  German  Church  which  transgresses  the 
limits  of  the  task  of  the  Universal  Christian  Council  in  a 
very  questionable  way.’23  More  important,  he  managed  to 
get  a  small  clause  inserted  in  the  resolution  supporting  the 
Confessing  Church.  It  stated  that  the  Council  ‘wished  to 
remain  in  friendly  contact  with  all  groups  in  the  German 
Evangelical  Church’. 

It  is  hard  to  see  how  Bell,  aware  as  he  was  of  the  danger 
of  cutting  off  the  non-Confessing  side  of  the  church  from 
the  possible  influence  of  ecumenical  contacts,  could  have 
objected  to  this.  Bethge,  however,  in  his  biography  of  Bon- 
hoeffer,  regards  this  as  allowing  ‘the  Reich  Church  to  put 
its  foot  inside  the  door’.  He  says  that  Bonhoeffer  felt  that 
Fano  represented  ‘an  incomparable  step  forward  for  Chris¬ 
tendom*  :  only  later  was  it  realized  that  ‘at  Fan5  the  ecumen- 
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ical  movement  had  gone  as  far  as  it  was  ever  to  go  in  its 
commitment  towards  the  Confessing  Church’.24 

But  even  Bethge  has  to  admit  that  Bonhoeffer,  too,  did 
mt  take  exception  to  the  admitting  of  Heckel’s  clause. 
Il  is  understandable  that  one  like  Bethge  who  lived  and 
suffered  for  the  Confessing  cause  should  show  impatience 
with  anything  but  total  recognition  that  that  ‘church  within 
a  church’  represented  the  only  true  manifestation  of  the 
gospel.  The  fact  remains  that  under  Bell’s  eirenic  but 
completely  firm  leadership  the  Universal  Christian  Council 
neither  took  refuge  in  platitudes  nor  closed  the  door  to  all 
fellowship  with  the  officially  appointed  representatives  of 
cne  of  its  largest  member  churches.  Even  reading  Bethge’s 
words,  published  in  English  some  three  years  after  Bell’s 
official  biography,  it  is  impossible  to  quarrel  with  Canon 
Jasper’s  judicious  verdict: 


Fan6,  marking  the  end  of  Bell’s  period  as  chairman  of  the  Council, 
was  something  of  a  personal  triumph  for  him.  The  wisdom  and 
courage  evinced  by  the  Council  were  largely  the  fruits  of  his  own 
efforts  -  his  gentle  but  steady  control  of  the  sessions  and  his  ceaseless 
activity  in  the  informal  discussions.** 


tA  more  personal  reaction  to  Bell’s  personality  is  given  by 
arc  Boegner,  writing  in  old  age  more  than  thirty  years 
ter  the  FanQ  meeting. 


The  chairman  was  George  Bell,  Bishop  of  Chichester,  of  whom  I 
had  had  no  more  than  a  glimpse  until  that  time;  and  it  was  a  great 
joy  to  be  able  to  learn  to  know  him,  to  live  in  the  light  of  his  serenity, 
to  see  those  intensely  blue  eyes  of  his  fix  themselves  on  one,  as  one 
walked  up  to  him.  To  love  him  was  indeed  a  blessing  from  heaven. 
The  friendship  he  showed  me  during  those  crowded  days  on  FanS 
was  the  richest  memory  I  brought  back  from  France,  and  I  still 
nurse  it  intact  in  my  heart.** 

; 't  was  perhaps  due  more  than  anything  else  to  the  spiritual 
quality  of  this  man  that  while  there  had  been  deep  tension, 
and  there  had  been  drama  at  Fanb,  there  had  not  been  any 
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explosion.  The  stand  of  the  Confessing  Church  had  been 
supported,  but  the  possibility  of  a  more  courageous  stand 
on  the  part  of  the  German  church  government  had  not  been 
excluded.  Before  the  year  ended  it  even  appeared  as  if  the 
spirit  of  FanO  had  triumphed,  when  Muller  was  forced  to 
reinstate  two  bishops  whom  he  had  deposed.  But  from 
today’s  vantage-point  we  are  compelled  to  realize  that  the 
Nazi  regime  would,  and  could,  tolerate  no  show  of  inde¬ 
pendence  at  any  point.  The  true  church  would  have  to  go 
underground  and  suffer,  for  National  Socialism  could 
allow  no  element  of  freedom  within  the  Reich. 

There  was  much  to  discourage,  but  one  of  Bell’s  strongest 
characteristics  was  his  steady  refusal  to  be  daunted  by 
discouragement.  He  was  like  John  Bunyan’s  pilgrim  in  this, 
no  giant  could  him  fright.  We  may  feel  today  that  there 
was  no  real  hope  that  Hitler  could  be  made  to  alter;  Bell 
himself  must  often  have  despaired,  but  he  felt  compelled 
even  as  the  darkness  grew  to  ‘work  while  it  is  day’.  Members 
of  the  Universal  Christian  Council  were  urged  to  make 
constant  representations  to  the  ambassadors  in  their  coun¬ 
tries.  The  Archbishop  of  Canterbury,  Lang  (who  was  more 
open  to  Bell’s  urging  than  might  have  been  expected)  was 
pressed  to  make  similar  representations.  Bell  conferred 
with  von  Ribbentrop  at  the  Athenaeum,  and  wrote  to  him 
more  than  once. 

At  one  time  it  appeared  that  adjustments  towards  greater 
freedom  were  being  made  in  the  German  church  situation, 
and  Dr  Koechlin,  the  Swiss  church  leader  with  whom  Bell 
was  in  correspondence  for  many  years,  felt  that  this  was  due 
to  the  pressure  of  British  Christians,  chiefly  Bell.  Bell  met 
Hitler’s  deputy,  Rudolf  Hess,  in  1935  informally  at  Hess’s 
home  in  Berlin.  He  took  the  opportunity  to  press  home  on 
the  Deputy  Fiihrer  the  need  for  the  church  to  have  a  genu¬ 
inely  independent  place  in  the  life  of  the  nation.  Tactfully 
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1  e  stressed  the  importance  of  the  German  church  intema- 
t  tonally. 

...  I  said  that  the  Churches  of  the  world  had  a  great  battle  to 
fight  against  the  things  which  were  hostile  to  Christianity,  and  they 
wanted  the  full  strength  of  the  German  Evangelical  Church  in  this 
common  fight.  This  was  a  very  important  point  as  it  turned  out. 
Frau  Hess,  who  had  been  somewhat  critical  before  I  said  this,  said, 
*Oh,  that  is  why  foreign  Churches  are  interested  in  our  Church 
conflict’;  and  she  and  Hess  fully  agreed  that  it  was  the  business  of 
the  Churches  to  unite  their  forces  against  anti-God  and  anti- 
Christianity.27 

I  We  may  catch  in  the  Hess  response  a  glimpse  of  the 
bulwark  against  atheistic  Communism*  conviction  which 
vas  to  send  him  some  years  later  on  his  perverse  and  futile 
one-man  mission  to  Britain.)  Bell’s  conversation  was  in 
•act  interrupted  by  the  arrival  of  Hitler  himself,  but  he  and 
he  Hesses  did  not  part  without  expressed  determination 
:o  keep  in  touch.  Bell,  indefatigable  correspondent  that  he 
was,  did  not  fail  to  seize  the  opening,  but  the  response  of 
Hess  dwindled  eventually  into  mere  acknowledgment. 

The  church  struggle  continued,  with  weakening  divisions 
within  the  Confessing  Church,  and  the  determination  of 
men  like  Niemoller  to  refuse  co-operation  with  the  official 
ffiurch,  now  headed  by  Wilhelm  Zoellner,  a  hitherto  neutral 
md  now  retired  Lutheran  general  superintendent. 

Before  the  Universal  Christian  Council  met  at  Chamby, 
near  Montreux,  in  August  1936  for  the  last  meeting  before 
the  world  conference  of  Life  and  Work  (due  to  be  held 
luring  the  following  year  at  Oxford  on  ‘Church,  Community 
md  State’)  the  question  of  German  church  representation 
iad  become  wildly  tangled.  Zoellner’s  official  group  were 
unwilling  to  attend  if  recognition  were  given  to  the  Confess¬ 
ing  Church.  There  could  be  no  question  of  Koch  and  Bon- 
hoeffer,  duly  co-opted  at  Fan5,  being  excluded.  On  the  other 
hand  Bonhoeffer  felt  that  it  was  ‘no  longer  admissible  that 
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the  leading  personalities  of  the  Confessing  Church  should 
be  treated  as  private  individuals.  The  ecumenical  movement 
should  be  asked  whether  it  intended  to  recognize  the  Con¬ 
fessing  Church  as  the  only  lawful  church.’28  In  the  event 
Koch  and  Bonhoeffer  were  there,  with  Otto  Dibelius  (post¬ 
war  bishop  of  Berlin-Brandenburg)  and  Dr  Bdhm  from  the 
Confessing  Church  as  visitors  invited  by  Bell;  and  Zoellner 
headed  the  official  group. 

Bell  showed  his  usual  mixture  of  skill  and  determination 
before  the  event,  and  his  almost  inordinate  capacity  for 
work  in  the  interstices  of  the  meeting  itself.  The  main  result 
of  this  was  a  fragile  agreement  won  between  the  German 
groups  to  aim  at  the  election  of  a  national  church  synod 
in  which  only  the  truly  committed  church  members  should 
vote. 

This  was  a  gallant  attempt,  and  shows  Bell  in  his  role  of 
tireless  reconciler;  but  the  situation  was  in  fact  growing 
more  and  more  dark.  Chamby  had  been  a  preparation  for 
the  Oxford  conference,  and  one  of  the  urgent  issues  regard¬ 
ing  Germany  was  who  would  represent  the  church  there  at  a 
world  conference  whose  very  theme  was  the  relation  be¬ 
tween  the  church  and  the  state.  In  the  event  there  was  no  one 
there  from  either  the  official  church  or  the  Confessing 
Church,  but  only  a  couple  of  representatives  of  the  tiny 
free  churches  who  played  a  perhaps  understandably  pusilla¬ 
nimous  and  craven  role.  Martin  Niemoller  was  by  this  time 
in  prison,  an  imprisonment  that  was  only  to  end  when  the 
second  world  war  itself  came  to  a  close. 

Meanwhile  Bell  was  fighting  within  his  own  church 
against  those  who  resented  and  resisted  what  they  would 
have  described  as  his  mistaken  obsession  with  the  German 
church  struggle.  Chief  amongst  his  opponents  was  the  dough¬ 
ty  Arthur  Cayley  Headlam,  Bishop  of  Gloucester.  (Such 
fierce  argument  went  on  at  one  student  conference  commit- 
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tee  concerning  which  protagonist  should  be  invited  that  the 
chairman  banged  on  the  table,  and  said,  ‘Which  is  it  to  be, 
Bell  or  Bedlam?’)  Headlam  was  a  scholar  of  international 
repute,  a  leading  figure  in  Faith  and  Order  and  Chairman 
o: :  the  Church  of  England  Council  for  Foreign  Relations. 
This  Council  was  the  arena  in  which  some  sharp  conflicts 
vere  fought  out  between  the  two. 

Headlam  represented  the  right-wing  fear  of  Bolshevism 
a  1  too  readily  entertained  by  men  of  substance.  He  was  a 
w  ealthy  man,  and  his  political  judgments  were  controlled, 
probably  unconsciously,  by  economic  self-interest.  He  was 
all  too  ready  to  act  as  apologist  for  the  Nazi  line  in  the 
c  lurch  struggle.  When  the  formation  of  the  Council  for 
Foreign  Relations  was  first  proposed  it  was  Headlam’s 
own  idea  that  Bell,  then  Dean  of  Canterbury,  should  be  the 
effective  chairman  (actually  vice-chairman,  under  the 
nominal  chairmanship  of  the  Archbishop  of  Canterbury). 
By  the  time  the  Council  was  formed  Headlam  seemed  the 
c  bvious  chairman,  but  the  extent  of  his  knowledge  of  the 
European  churches,  both  Orthodox  and  Protestant,  was  no 
compensation  for  an  almost  wilful  refusal  to  see  what  was 
i  lcreasingly  obvious  to  all  observers  of  the  German  scene. 
IBs  personal  integrity  must  acquit  him  of  all  malign  inten¬ 
tion;  but  the  same  could  also  be  said  of  not  a  few  in  the 
‘Cliveden  Set’  and  of  Geoffrey  Dawson  whose  use  of  The 
Times  to  dull  the  awareness  of  the  governing  classes  of 
Britain  to  the  true  nature  of  the  Nazi  regime  has  earned 
the  just  condemnation  even  of  that  journal’s  official  histor- 
i  m.  Malign  intention  was  not  needed  when  fear  of  loss  of 
wealth  and  privilege  made  men  morally  blind.  It  is  the  glory 
of  George  Bell’s  witness  that  he  worked  month  by  month 
to  open  men’s  eyes  to  reality.  He  received  from  not  a  few 
the  kind  of  reaction  that  men  make  when  they  are  forced 
to  face  the  unpalatable.  In  some  circles  he  was  regarded 
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rather  like  Churchill  in  those  days,  as  a  scaremonger  and  a' 
man  who  had  lost  all  sense  of  proportion.  It  is  nevertheless 
to  the  credit  of  the  bishops  of  the  Church  of  England,  and  a 
measure  of  his  achievement,  that  when  Headlam  moved 
the  ‘previous  question’  (i.e.  that  the  resolution  be  not  put) 
on  a  resolution  by  Bell  in  the  Upper  House  of  the  Convoca¬ 
tion  of  Canterbury,  expressing  concern  over  the  sufferings 
of  Christians  in  Germany,  Headlam  failed  to  find  a  sec¬ 
onder.29 

Bell  had  achieved  much  in  alerting  Christian  opinion  to 
the  nature  of  the  church  conflict  in  Germany,  but  the 
grotesquely  evil  character  of  the  regime  there  meant  that 
there  could  be  no  real  chance  that  it  could  be  influenced 
by  world  Christian  opinion.  There  might  be  apparent  yield¬ 
ing  on  this  or  that  point,  but  such  responses  were  purely 
tactical.  The  relentless  purpose  of  Hitler  and  his  gang  to 
subjugate  all  the  forces  of  freedom  and  independence 
within  the  Reich  went  on  unimpeded  save  for  a  passing 
moment. 

When  the  Oxford  conference  met.  Bell  was  the  prime 
mover  in  the  preparation  of  a  special  message  to  the 
German  church.  The  fears  of  the  representatives  of  the 
German  free  churches  led  to  great  difficulties  in  the  handling 
of  this  message,  but  the  effect  of  it  at  the  receiving  end  was 
as  heartening  as  Bell  hoped.  The  skill  with  which  it  had  been 
composed,  and  the  gesture  of  fellowship  that  it  made, 
ensured  that  the  faithful  and  beleaguered  Christians  of 
Germany  did  not  feel  excluded  from  the  ecumenical  fellow¬ 
ship.  That  they  should  still  feel  themselves  part  of  the 
Una  Sancta  was  to  be  of  incalculable  importance  in  the 
years  ahead. 

Bell’s  hopes  for  the  formation  of  the  World  Council  of 
Churches  found  a  genuine  measure  of  fulfilment  at  Oxford. 
Life  and  Work  proved  ready  for  the  proposed  merger  with 
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Faith  and  Order.  The  world  conference  of  the  latter  body 
meeting  a  little  later  at  Edinburgh  also  proved  willing,  but 
rot  without  vigorous  protest  from  Headlam,  who  deeply 
f  :ared  the  submerging  of  the  theological  side  of  the  ecumen- 
r  ical  movement  in  a  council  likely  to  be  dominated  by  what 
1  e  regarded  as  the  dangerous  political  concerns  of  Life  and 
Work.  He  felt  that  the  latter  movement  was  in  grave  danger 
of  identifying  Christianity  with  Socialism.  He  attributed 
t  tie  absence  of  German  delegations  from  both  conferences 
to  the  way  in  which  Bell  and  his  colleagues  in  Life  and 
Work  had  been  interfering  in  internal  affairs  in  Germany. 
( )f  the  proposed  World  Council  he  wrote :  ‘If  such  a  Council 
were  to  exist  and  if  it  passed  resolutions  on  public  affairs, 
it  might  do  a  very  considerable  amount  of  harm.’30 

What  Headlam  did  not  calculate  was  what  was  central  in 
]  Jell’s  mind.  This  was  not  the  potential  harm  that  might  be 
done  by  interference,  but  the  strong  Christian  succour 
which  might  be  given  by  a  world-wide  sustaining  fellowship 
of  the  chinches.  From  1938  when  the  ‘provisional  committee 
lor  a  World  Council  of  Churches  in  process  of  formation’ 
met  at  Utrecht  such  a  fellowship  was  in  essence  in  being. 
Bell  was  a  member  of  that  committee  but  was  absent  on 
lhat  inaugural  occasion.  The  reason  was  characteristic: 
le  was  taking  part  in  Sweden  in  the  consecration  to  the 
episcopate  of  two  sons-in-law  of  his  old  ecumenical  father- 
n-God,  Nathan  Soderblom.  Such  an  act  was  one  of  deliber¬ 
ate  honour  to  the  memory  of  the  man  who  yearned  for 
siuch  a  World  Council.  From  Oxford  onwards  Bell  moved 
steadily  to  the  heart  of  the  life  of  that  council,  and  with  him 
l  ook  the  spiritual  power  and  stature  given  by  his  discerning 
;ind  courageous  stand  against  an  idolatry  of  evil  that 
directly  threatened  the  freedom  of  Christ’s  Church. 
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A  Lonely  Leader  in  War-time 


\  Tien  war  came  there  were  three  British  Christian  leaders 
who  exerted  great  influence  on  the  European  scene.  They 
w  ere  William  Temple,  Archbishop  of  York,  William  Paton, 
leader  in  the  work  of  the  International  Missionary  Council 
aid  a  joint  general  secretary  of  the  World  Council  of 
Churches  ‘in  process  of  formation’,  and  George  Bell.  Paton 
seems  almost  to  have  become  the  forgotten  man  of  the 
ecumenical  movement,  but  Archbishop  Garbett  wrote  of 
him,  ‘If  he  had  been  an  Anglican  he  would  have  been  one 
o  F  the  Archbishops’,1  and  when  that  Presbyterian  missionary 
slatesman  died  his  memorial  service  was  in  St  Paul’s 
Cathedral  with  the  Archbishop  of  Canterbury  giving  the 
address.  He  will  appear  in  the  story  to  be  told  in  this 
ciapter,  but  he  was  chiefly  a  ‘back-room  boy’  of  the 
e  :umenical  movement,  and  had  no  office  apt  to  catch  the 
attention  of  the  wider  public.  His  influence  in  Europe  was 
quietly  along  the  lines  of  ecumenical  communication. 

Temple  was  a  towering  figure  who  had  shared  deeply  in 
virtually  all  the  streams  of  ecumenical  activity.  He  had  a 
massive  and  international  intellectual  reputation.  He  had 
remarkable  facility  of  speech,  and  a  power  of  bringing  out 
material  from  the  abundant  stores  of  his  mind  immediately 
oa  demand.  His  personality,  and  a  rare  gift  for  eirenical 
speech  without  lapsing  into  superficiality,  added  to  all  these 
other  gifts,  made  him  unique  in  reputation  amongst  church 
leaders.  No  other  man  could  be  contemplated  as  president 
o  ’  the  World  Council  of  Churches.  (It  was  a  tribute  to  him 
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that  when  that  Council  was  fully  formed,  and  he  was  dead, 
a  presidium  of  six  was  set  up,  rather  than  the  single  presi¬ 
dency  which  he  would  have  filled.) 

Bell’s  influence  in  Europe  was  of  a  different  sort  from 
either  Paton’s  or  Temple’s.  He  held  an  ancient  and  high 
office,  if  one  with  less  prestige  than  Temple’s,  but  the 
influence  was  in  every  sense  deeply  personal.  He  had  been 
involved,  first  as  Davidson’s  ‘eyes  and  ears’  and  then  by  his 
own  standing,  in  all  the  significant  meetings  of  Life  and 
Work  since  Oud  Wassenaar  in  1919.  During  those  twenty 
years  he  had  emerged  to  undisputed  leadership  of  that  side 
of  the  ecumenical  movement.  It  was  the  leadership  of  a 
man  most  personally  and  spiritually  committed  to  the  work. 
There  was  nothing  whatever  of  the  highly  placed  churchman 
merely  fulfilling  an  office  as  his  share  of  the  work  to  be 
done.  The  whole  of  his  eager,  if  shy,  spirit  was  engaged  in 
this.  He  revelled  in  the  opportunities  it  brought  him  of 
widening  circles  of  friendship  with  those  of  other  nations 
and  of  very  different  Christian  traditions.  He  was  not  an 
ecumenist  because  the  twentieth  century  was  an  ecumenical 
century  and  therefore  he  played  his  due  part,  but  because 
he  had  been  captured  by  a  vision.  This  was  a  vision  of  the 
Una  Sancta,  the  one  Christian  fellowship  which  transcends 
all  human  divisions.  But  it  was  also  a  vision  of  a  humanity 
which  was  called  to  realize  its  oneness.  Since  Bell  died 
much  has  been  heard  (especially  since  the  fourth  assembly 
of  the  World  Council  of  Churches  held  at  Uppsala  in  1968) 
of  the  need  for  the  ecumenical  movement  to  stress  not  an 
ecclesiastical  ecumenism  but  a  human  ecumenism.  Bell 
would  have  taken  the  point,  but  it  is  possible  to  imagine 
the  gently  bewildered  look  that  would  have  crossed  his 
face  at  the  suggestion  that  this  emphasis  was  some  new 
discovery.  What  else  had  inspired  Soderblom,  the  great  man 
of  Uppsala?  What  else  had  been  the  driving  force  of  his 
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own  life  from  the  Stockholm  conference  onwards?  It  was 
not  for  nothing  that  he  called  the  volume  of  his  war-time 
S]  teeches  and  articles,  The  Church  and  Humanity. 

It  was  not  a  generalized  humanity.  It  was  actual  individual 
persons.  In  this  way,  too,  was  his  ecumenical  leadership 
deeply  personal.  Not  only  did  he  give  the  whole  of  himself, 
that  almost  remorseless  industry,  that  steely  will,  that 
commitment  grounded  in  profound  and  regular  devotional 
habit,  but  he  gave  it  to  individuals  all  the  time.  If  any  man 
o  >uld  have  claimed  intolerable  burdens  of  work  to  excuse 
him  from  over-much  concern  with  individuals  he  could,  for 
the  work  of  his  diocese  and  his  involvement  in  wider 
A  nglican  affairs  would  have  over-filled  the  time  of  most  men. 
I  o  all  that  he  added  the  leadership  in  time  of  crisis  that  the 
It  st  chapter  has  only  sketched  in  outline.  His  letters  to 
Eonhoeffer  reveal  the  need  to  fit  in  some  essential  consulta¬ 
tion  over  breakfast  at  the  Athenaeum.  His  days,  and  too 
often  too  many  hours  of  the  night,  were  mortgaged  to 
meeting  the  relentless  demands  of  his  work  and  his  wider 
o  jncems  at  a  level  of  preparation  that  satisfied  the  man  who 
had  been  the  senior  chaplain  at  Lambeth  in  Davidson’s 
day.  (A  day,  incidentally,  when  the  customary  long  holidays 
of  such  leaders  were  still  uninvaded  by  weeks  of  ecumenical 
meetings.) 

It  seems  never  to  have  occurred  to  Bell  that  all  this  gave 
a  ay  reason  for  him  to  be  defended  from  the  demands  of 
individuals  upon  him.  Perhaps  he  remembered  what  he  had 
recorded  in  his  life  of  Davidson.  Sir  Thomas  Barlow, 
Davidson’s  physician,  had  read  the  Archbishop  a  little 
homily  which  ended,  ‘There  are  only  twenty-four  hours  in 
the  day.  If  you  are  so  ready  to  help  Tom,  Dick  and  Harry 
in  their  small  matters  it  will  be  physically  impossible  for 
yau  to  attend  to  the  weightier  matters  of  the  law.’  David¬ 
son’s  reply  was,  ‘Well,  I  can  only  tell  you  that  such  help  as 
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I  could  give  to  Tom,  Dick  and  Harry,  as  you  call  them,  has 
helped  me  to  give  counsel  in  the  weightier  matters  of  the 
law.’2  Such  personal  engagement  was,  in  any  case,  natural 
to  Bell.  We  have  seen  how  the  base  of  all  his  deeply  in¬ 
formed  leadership  in  the  German  church  struggle  was  his 
friendship  with  the  young  Bonhoeffer.  It  was  friendship  in 
every  way,  not  a  working  relationship  warmed  by  a  certain 
regard. 

When  war  came  the  nature  of  his  leadership  was  to 
impart  both  strength  and  weakness  to  his  stand.  The  fact 
that  his  convictions  were  rooted  in  the  heart  of  his  being, 
and  above  all  in  his  belief  that  Jesus  of  Nazareth  was  the 
saviour  of  all  men,  meant  that  unpopularity  and  national 
and  social  pressures  counted  for  little.  He  was  too  experi¬ 
enced  an  ecclesiastic  not  to  know  that  his  stand  would 
almost  certainly  bar  the  road  to  promotion  for  him,  and 
too  ‘establishment’  in  temper  of  mind  to  discount  that  too 
readily;  but  at  no  point  at  all  is  there  any  suggestion  of 
trimming  or  wavering.  He  kept  his  course,  and  no  tempest 
of  patriotic  indignation  could  blow  him  off  it. 

There  remained  some  weakness:  it  was  the  kind  of  weak¬ 
ness  which  is  honourable  to  a  Christian  man  and  leader. 
Because  his  emotions  were  so  deeply  engaged  in  the  fate  of 
his  friends  it  was  not  always  easy  for  him  to  recognize  the 
obdurate  necessities  of  war.  His  own  perception  of  the  true 
nature  of  National  Socialism,  and  the  way  in  which  it  had 
resisted  every  external  influence  towards  retaining  a  measure 
of  freedom,  or  some  vestiges  of  civilized  behaviour,  re¬ 
vealed  the  necessity  of  war;  but  he  was  like  David  in  his 
instructions  to  his  commanders  in  combatting  the  rebel¬ 
lion  of  Absalom,  his  son.  Love  warred  against  resolution. 
For  him  Germany  was  the  fetid  centre  of  an  evil  that 
threatened  the  world,  but  it  was  also  the  home  of  Martin 
Niemdller  (even  if  the  evil  had  cast  him  into  a  concentra- 
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ion  camp),  of  Praeses  Koch,  who  treasured  right  through 
Ihe  war  years  Bell’s  letter  to  him,3  and  above  all  of  his 
beloved  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer.  As  war  became  certain  Bon- 
hoeffer,  who  was  in  New  York,  became  convinced  that  he 
must  return  to  Germany.  He  had  written  to  Reinhold 
Niebuhr: 

Christians  in  Germany  will  face  the  terrible  alternative  of  either 
willing  the  defeat  of  their  nation  in  order  that  Christian  civilization 
may  survive,  or  willing  the  victory  of  their  nation  and  thereby 
destroying  our  civilization.  I  know  which  of  these  alternatives  I 
must  choose;  but  I  cannot  make  that  choice  in  security.4 

On  his  way  through  London  he  wrote  to  Bell  on  22  July 
1939.  Even  if  war  miraculously  did  not  come,  his  passport 
expired  in  the  following  spring  and  its  renewal  was  most 
coubtful.  So  he  wrote: 

Let  me  thank  you  today  for  all  help  and  friendship  and  real  under¬ 
standing  in  the  past  and  in  the  future.  We  shall  never  forget  you 
during  the  coming  events.5 

All  Bell’s  German  friends  received  a  message  saying  that 
u  othing  that  came  about  could  break  the  unity  that  they  had 
in  Christ.  His  last  letter  as  war  came  was  to  Bonhoeffer. 

My  dear  Dietrich, 

You  know  how  deeply  I  feel  for  you  and  yours  in  this  melancholy 
time.  May  God  comfort  and  guide  you.  I  think  often  of  our  talk  in 
the  summer.  May  he  keep  you.  Let  us  pray  together  by  reading  the 
Beatitudes.  Pax  Dei  superat  omnia  nos  custodiat . 

Yours  affectionately. 

Georoe.® 


We  have  noted  more  than  once  that  Bell,  in  a  sense, 
fulfilled  ecclesiastically  the  role  that  Churchill  fulfilled 
nationally.  Both  saw  clearly  what  Nazism  was  and  what 
Nazism  meant.  Neither  Bell’s  solid  background  in  the 
ecclesiastical  establishment,  nor  Churchill’s  aristocratic  and 
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moneyed  connections,  clouded  the  penetration  of  their 
vision.  They  were  alike  in  their  persistence  and  in  their 
unpopularity,  certainly  in  Germany,  but  also  in  some  cir¬ 
cles  in  Britain.  There  the  similarity  ends.  When  war  came 
Churchill  had  no  inhibitions  of  any  kind  deriving  from  love 
of  individual  German  people.  He  could  and  did  create  an 
undisturbed  stereotype  of  a  nation  that  must  be  utterly 
crushed  if  civilization  were  to  survive.  Being  a  man  of 
remarkable  stature  that  stereotype  did  not  survive  the  war 
in  his  mind,  and  he  was  capable  of  manifest  generosity  of 
spirit  after  victory.  But  only  after  victory.  Bell  was  weak¬ 
ened  both  by  a  Chamberlain-like  horror  of  war  itself 
(derived  probably,  as  has  been  suggested,  from  the  death  of 
so  many  of  his  contemporaries,  including  two  of  his  own 
brothers,  in  the  first  world  war),  and  also  by  a  profound 
personal  affection  for  many  German  friends. 

But  Bell’s  apparent  weakness  derived  not  just  from  emo¬ 
tion  but  from  knowledge.  He  knew,  most  intimately  but 
far  from  exclusively,  through  his  friendship  with  Bon- 
hoeffer,  that  there  was  another  Germany.  He  knew  that 
there  were  some  of  the  best  in  the  German  nation  who  wil¬ 
led  the  defeat  of  their  nation  in  order  that  civilization  might 
survive.  Churchill  not  only  did  not  possess  that  knowledge, 
but  would  have  found  it  beyond  belief  if  he  had.  Thus  if 
Churchill  stands  for  realism  of  one  kind.  Bell  certainly 
stands  for  realism  of  another. 

Bell  did  not  in  any  way  dissent  from  the  decision  to  go  to 
war.  In  the  preface  to  the  book  containing  the  collection 
of  his  war-time  speeches  and  articles  he  wrote: 

I  spoke  and  I  wrote  as  a  lover  of  my  country:  as  a  convinced  and 
public  opponent  of  Hitler  and  the  Nazis  from  the  beginning  of  his 
dominion  as  Chancellor  of  the  Reich  in  1933;  as  one  who  abhors 
cruelty  and  barbarism  such  as  Hitler  and  his  followers  practised  for 
so  long;  and  as  a  profound  believer  in  the  ideals  of  liberty  and  justice 
in  defence  of  which  Great  Britain  went  to  war.7 
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I  But  did  he  see  fully  the  need  for  that  war  to  go  on  until 
H  itler  and  all  he  stood  for  had  been  dethroned  ?  Some  doubt 
is  cast  on  this,  for  example,  by  the  account  recently  pub- 
lii  hed  by  Marc  Boegner  of  the  war-time  meeting  in  January 
li  '40  of  the  administrative  committee  of  the  embryonic 
World  Council  of  Churches.  Even  before  that  Boegner  had 
received  a  letter  from  Bell  which  had  disturbed  him.  His 
note  made  at  the  time  reads: 

Letter  from  my  dear  friend  the  Bishop  of  Chichester.  His  attitude  in 
Favour  of  negotiations  as  early  as  possible  seems  to  me  most  danger- 
jus.  He  sends  me  thereport  of  a  disconcerting  meeting  in  the  House  of 
Lords  during  which  he  spoke  in  support,  on  the  whole,  of  accepting 
the  offer  of  the  good  offices  of  the  King  of  the  Belgians  and  the 
3ueen  of  Holland. . . .  Chichester  says  that  he  has  a  sense  of  reality, 
out  I  fear  that  he  may  be  allowing  himself  to  be  over-influenced  by 
3erman  refugees.8 

The  administrative  committee  met  under  icy  and  isolated 
conditions  at  Apeldoom,  as  guests  of  some  wealthy  people 
who  were  members  of  what  was  then  known  as  the  Oxford 
G  oup  movement.  Had  this  fact  been  known,  bearing  in 
m  nd  the  notorious  panegyric  in  praise  of  Hitler  uttered  by 
Frank  Buchman,  the  founder  of  the  movement,  much  more 
siiister  influences  might  have  been  seen  at  work  in  the 
tendency  of  some  in  the  group  to  take  the  line  that  Bell  had 
done  in  the  Lords.  The  group  included  among  others 
Temple,  Archbishop  Eidem  of  Uppsala,  Bishop  Berggrav  of 
Oslo,  Visser ’t  Hooft  and  Paton.  In  the  complex  discus- 
sic  ns  Bell  found  full  support  for  his  position,  according  to 
Boegner,  only  from  Eidem  and  the  British  Methodist, 
Henry  Carter,  who  was  a  pacifist. 

The  discussions  on  a  plea  for  a  negotiated  peace  took 
ph  ce  at  a  preliminary  gathering  before  the  administrative 
co:nmittee  proper  met.  Berggrav  was  their  instigator,  and 
the  Scandinavian  churches  as  a  whole  felt  their  respon¬ 
sibility  to  fulfil  the  role  of  reconcilers.  The  four  British 
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participants  signed  a  statement  drawn  up  by  Temple,  and 
this  was  later  published  in  the  British  press,®  but  the  ad¬ 
ministrative  committee  as  a  whole  was  unable  to  agree. 

This  was,  of  course,  the  period  of  the  ‘phoney’  war,  and 
Christian  men  might  well  feel  in  such  a  period  a  particular 
obligation  to  redeem  the  time  by  efforts  at  reconciliation. 
Moreover,  Bell  was  in  so  many  things,  as  has  been  empha¬ 
sized,  Sbderblom’s  heir,  that  he  was  virtually  bound  to 
follow  him  in  tireless  efforts  towards  bringing  war  to  an  end. 
The  tragedy  of  the  first  world  war  breaking  out  amongst 
supposedly  Christian  nations  had  been  one  of  the  chief,  if 
not  the  chief,  spring  that  motivated  SQderblom  in  bringing 
the  Life  and  Work  movement  into  being.  The  question  must 
still  remain  whether  Bell,  who  had  had  almost  unique 
opportunity  amongst  non-German  churchmen  to  assess  the 
worth  of  any  promise  emerging  from  Hitler  and  his  gang, 
was  wise  to  give  his  support  to  pleas  for  a  negotiated  peace 
before  Hitler  had  been  overthrown.  This  is  a  wholly  differ¬ 
ent  issue  from  that  which  was  more  seriously  to  arise  later  - 
whether  terms  other  than  unconditional  surrender  should  be 
given  to  a  Germany  which  had  removed  Hitler  and  the 
Nazis  from  power.  He  could  rightly  claim,  ‘If  long-sus¬ 
tained  and  public  opposition  to  Hitler  and  the  Nazis  is  any 
credential,  I  would  humbly  claim  to  be  one  of  the  most 
convinced  and  consistent  anti-Nazis  in  Great  Britain;’10 
but  how  did  he  reconcile  this  with  a  plea  for  a  negotiated 
peace  which  would  leave  the  Nazis  in  control?  There  was  a 
contradiction  here,  and  it  was  one  which  was  bound  to 
weaken  the  far  more  realistic  pleas  that  Bell  was  to  make  in 
the  years  that  followed  the  outbreak  of  the  ‘real’  war  in 
May  1940. 

Just  a  few  weeks  after  war  broke  out  Bell  stated  the  creed 
which  was  to  inspire  him  throughout  the  war  in  an  article  in 
the  Fortnightly  Review .u  Some  articles  that  were  written. 
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as  this  must  have  been,  at  the  very  moment  that  war  broke 
out  would  scarcely  stand  being  reprinted  when  the  grim 
years  were  over.  It  is  the  measure  of  Bell’s  solidity  of  con¬ 
viction  that  he  could  reprint  it  in  1946,  and  it  can  be  read 
as  setting  out  the  principles  which  underlay  the  whole  of  his 
war-time  activity.  It  was  on  ‘The  Church’s  Function  in 
War-time’.  He  asked  what  it  was  and  gave  a  simple  but 
comprehensive  answer:  ‘I  am  going  to  urge  in  this  article 
that  it  is  the  function  of  the  Church  at  all  costs  to  remain  the 
Church.’  There  was  an  echo  here  of  the  rallying-cry  that 
emerged  from  the  Oxford  conference,  ‘Let  the  Church  be 
the  Church.’ 

He  saw  clearly  that  there  was  grave  danger  that  the 
exigencies  of  war  would  exact  from  the  church  the  very 
sacrifice  which  must  not  be  made,  for  it  would  be  of  the 
principle  for  which  the  war  was  being  fought.  He  knew  that 
ill  the  resources  of  the  state  would  be  bound  to  be  concen- 
xated  on  winning  the  war,  but  boldly  asserted  that  the 
;hurch  was  not  part  of  those  resources.  ‘It  possesses  an 
authority  independent  of  the  State.’  (What  else  had  been 
:'undamentally  at  issue  in  the  German  church  struggle?) 

As  important  was  the  right  and  duty  of  the  church  to 
continue  to  recognize  its  nature  as  a  fellowship  to  transcend 
national  divisions.  War  did  not  declare  a  moratorium  upon 
ecumenism.  The  Church  in  any  country  fails  to  be  the 
<  Church  if  it  forgets  that  its  members  in  one  nation  have  a 
i  fellowship  with  its  members  in  every  nation.’ 

Finally  he  declared  that  right  to  prophesy  which  must  be 
claimed  by  the  Christian  leader  and  the  Christian  com¬ 
munity  no  less  in  war  than  in  peace. 

The  Church  must  guard  and  maintain . . .  moral  principles  in  the  war 
itself.  It  must  not  hesitate,  if  occasion  arises,  to  condemn  the  inflic¬ 
tion  of  reprisals,  or  the  bombing  of  civilian  populations,  by  the 
military  forces  of  its  own  nation.  It  should  set  itself  against  the 
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propaganda  of  lies  and  hatred.  It  should  be  ready  to  encourage  a 
resumption  of  friendly  relations  with  the  enemy  nation.  It  should 
set  its  face  against  any  war  of  extermination  or  enslavement,  and 
any  measures  directly  aimed  at  destroying  the  morale  of  a  population. 

Here,  in  a  sense,  was  his  programme.  He  fulfilled  every  part 
of  it.  He  did  not  see  it  as  a  programme,  but  as  a  commis¬ 
sion.  The  statesmen  who  would  mistake  him  for  a  meddling 
ecclesiastic,  dabbling  in  politics  at  a  peculiarly  dangerous 
time,  totally  mistook  the  man.  He  was  no  amateur  medd¬ 
ling  in  politics;  he  was  a  man  of  God  determined  to  see  how 
the  gospel  miglit  be  applied  amidst  the  moral  ambiguities 
of  war,  and  above  all  how  the  church,  the  one  divine  com¬ 
munity,  might  he  the  church.  It  was  a  position  always  open 
to  easy  demolition  by  the  logician.  In  willing  the  destruc¬ 
tion  of  the  evil  that  Nazism  represented,  why  did  he  shrink 
from  willing  the  means  by  which  it  might  be  destroyed? 
Did  he  not  recognize  the  consequences  of  the  prophetic 
stance  that  he  himself  had  taken  up?His  kind  of  witness  had 
none  of  the  logical  strength  of  the  pacifist;  but  he  would 
have  claimed  that  his  was  in  the  end  a  truer  realism  than 
that  of  his  critics  during  the  war. 

Always  Bell’s  concern  was  a  concern  for  persons.  Long 
before  the  care  of  refugees  came  to  have  an  acknowledged 
claim  upon  the  concern  and  action  of  Christians  he  was  busy 
trying  to  stir  his  own  church  and  others  into  responding  to 
the  needs  of  those  who  fled  from  Nazi  Germany.  The  slow¬ 
ness  of  the  churches  to  be  so  stirred  is  one  of  the  less  happy 
aspects  of  the  story  of  British  Christianity  in  the  pre-war 
years.  When  the  blitzkreig  across  the  Low  Countries  and 
France,  and  the  withdrawal  of  the  British  armies  from  the 
continent,  led  to  a  desperate  fear  that  a  Fifth  Column 
might  exist  in  Britain  -  a  Britain  virtually  certain  to  be 
invaded  -  almost  panic-stricken  measures  were  taken  to 
intern  those  of  German  nationality.  Amongst  those  whisked 
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off  in  a  moment  to  conditions  that  were  primitive  and  worse 
at  Huyton  in  Lancashire,  and  to  the  Isle  of  Man,  were  many 
who  had  already  suffered  at  the  hands  of  Hitler.  They  now 
found  that  they  had  come  to  a  precarious  place  of  refuge. 
Bell  was  valiant  in  making  their  plight  known,  at  a  time 
when  perhaps  this  country  came  nearest  to  something  of 
that  anti-German  hysteria  which  informed  sections  of  the 
population  in  the  first  world  war. 

On  6  August  1940  he  spoke  in  the  Lords  on  the  intern¬ 
ment  of  aliens.  It  was  a  speech  which  rested  upon  the  sure 
ground  of  having  himself  visited  the  men  who  were  suffering, 
in  Canon  Jasper’s  long  biography  three  of  the  most  moving 
jages  are  formed  by  the  descriptions  of  what  his  visit 
neant.  One  is  written  by  Franz  Hildebrandt,  Niemoller’s 
colleague  and  Bonhoeffer’s  friend,  himself  a  victim  of  the 
Aryan  Clause. 

He  (Bell)  could  only  stammer  and  stutter.  It  was  an  unforgettable 
moment.  The  sight  of  the  refugees  in  their  new  captivity  was  just  too 
much  for  him  -  it  was  not  only  just  the  question  of  a  wrong  to  so 
many  of  his  personal  friends,  it  was  a  moral  burden  on  the  English 
people.  ...  On  returning  from  the  Isle  of  Man  he  called  on  the 
central  postal  censorship  office  in  Liverpool,  inspected  the  stacked 
post  bags  of  the  past  six  or  eight  weeks  for  which  the  internees  had 
waited  in  vain,  and  suggested  quietly  but  firmly  that  the  letters 
might  be  delivered  to  the  people  to  whom  they  were  addressed. 
Three  days  lata  the  camp  post  office  was  inundated,  and  we  knew 
whom  we  had  to  thank.  Now  the  writing  began  from  our  side:  my 
wife  is  ill,  please  tell  the  Bishop  of  Chichester;  I  need  a  new  pair 
of  shoes,  please  tell  the  Bishop  of  Chichester.19 

'  The  remarkable  record  is  that  Bell  in  the  middle  of  his 
fantastically  busy  life,  with  nothing  ever  scamped,  found 
time  to  see  to  all  the  practical  needs  to  which  his  attention 
was  brought,  and  imagination  to  foresee  many  so  that  they 
were  attended  to  even  before  word  came  to  him.  Always  his 
<  oncem  was  not  for  the  refugee  problem,  but  for  refugees  - 
i  aen  and  women  who  became  known  to  him,  and  for  whom 


85 


he  would  go  to  infinite  trouble  to  establish  them  in  a 
worthwhile  life  and  a  restored  happiness. 

His  stand  on  behalf  of  the  refugees  and  his  firm  assertion 
of  the  supra-national  character  of  Christ’s  church  had  not  in 
the  early  years  of  war  brought  him  into  that  conflict  with  the 
authorities  which  marked  the  later  years.  In  early  1942  when 
the  government  was  trying  to  maintain  contact  and  in¬ 
fluence  with  Sweden,  the  one  Scandinavian  country  not 
overrun  by  Hitler,  by  sending  leading  figures  in  the  cultural 
life  of  Britain  on  official  visits  there.  Bell  was  the  natural 
choice  among  church  leaders.  (Sir  Kenneth  Clark  and  T.  S. 
Eliot  were  sent  as  representing  other  aspects  of  British 
life.)  Bell  was,  of  course,  the  natural  choice.  Only  Headlam 
had  similar  contacts  with  European  churchmen,  and  he 
was  now  eighty,  deaf,  and  (we  may  suppose)  somewhat 
discredited  as  an  apologist  for  Hitler.  Bell  was  a  personal 
friend  of  Archbishop  Eidem  of  Uppsala,  and  well  known 
at  many  points  of  Swedish  church  life. 

On  13  May  he  made  the  somewhat  hazardous  flight  to 
Stockholm,  the  city  where  his  ecumenical  leadership  had 
begun  over  quarter  of  a  century  before.  For  almost  three 
weeks  he  discharged  his  appointed  duties,  making  contacts 
with  many  old  friends  and  radiating  his  own  special  brand 
of  confidence  that  the  future  was  safe  in  the  hands  of  God. 
It  was  not  a  confidence  based  on  some  eupeptic  and  super¬ 
ficial  view  of  events,  but  on  his  faith.  He  had  expressed  it 
some  months  before  war  broke  out,  when  he  was  honoured 
by  an  invitation  from  the  Jewish  Historical  Society  of 
England  to  give  the  Lucien  Wolf  Memorial  Lecture18  to  the 
society: 

. . .  justice,  mercy,  liberty  will  re-assert  their  sway.  The  oppression 

will  cease,  as  it  has  ceased  before.  Belief  in  God,  and  the  lessons 

of  history,  forbid  us  to  despair. 

There  may  have  been  something  of  the  old-fashioned 
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Victorian  liberal  in  that  reference  to  the  lessons  of  history, 
jut  that  was  the  lesser,  far  the  lesser,  ground  of  his  confi- 
ience.  To  read  his  war-time  speeches  is  to  appreciate  the 
legree  to  which  he  felt  secure  in  his  position  because  of  the 
rock  on  which  he  had  built  his  convictions.  That  rock  was 
Christ,  and  the  revelation  of  the  nature  of  God  and  his 
jurpose  that  Christ  had  made.  Nothing  could  be  more 
nisleading  than  any  suggestion  that  politics  and  inter- 
mtional  issues  were  the  heart  of  Bell’s  life.  They  were  areas 
where  obedience  had  to  be  offered  to  that  Lord  who  was 
:he  centre  of  his  being.  It  was  for  this  reason  that  his 
sanctity  had  that  trying  obstinacy  which  always  irritates 
worldly  men. 

His  dutiful  discharge  of  his  task  must  have  brought  him 
.  oy  in  the  renewal  of  friendships.  Certainly  it  gave  him  an 
sxhilarating  opportunity  to  breathe  again  the  larger  air 
>f  international  ecumenical  relationships,  and  the  chance 
:o  assess  the  role  of  the  church  in  the  post-war  situation 
:  irom  a  vantage  point  less  immured  than  beleaguered  Britain. 

:  le  gave  Christians  the  benefit  of  his  reflections  through 
ihe  medium  of  Dr  J.  H.  Oldham’s  Christian  News-Letteru 
during  the  following  month. 

That  account,  however,  of  necessity  omitted  the  most 
dramatic  and  unexpected  side  of  his  experience.  It  was  on 
lhat  officially-sponsored  visit  to  Sweden  that  Bell  touched 
the  fringes  of  history,  and  provided  one  of  the  most  fasci¬ 
nating  ’might  have  beens’  of  our  era.  On  26  May  Bell  was 
taken  to  the  Student  Movement  House  in  Stockholm  by 
Nils  Ehrenstrbm  (from  whose  account  of  the  history  of  the 
]  ife  and  Work  movement  many  quotations  have  already 
been  made  in  this  book).  There  he  was  startled  to  find 
I)r  Hans  SchOnfeld,  who  was  director  of  the  research 
(  epartment  at  Geneva  which  was  Life  and  Work’s  most 
significant  day-to-day  work.  Schonfeld  had  come  deliber- 
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ately  to  Sweden  from  Geneva,  via  Germany,  because  Bell 
was  there.  He  revealed  that  he  had  come  to  make  contact 
on  behalf  of  elements  in  Germany  which  were  seeking  the 
overthrow  of  Hitler.  Five  days  later  when  Bell  was  at  the 
famous  ecumenical  centre,  Sigtuna,  an  even  more  startling, 
and  very  joyous,  encounter  ensued.  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer 
arrived  unannounced,  having  learned  from  Visser ’t  Hooft 
during  a  visit  to  Geneva  that  his  English  father-in-God  was 
in  Sweden,  and  therefore  their  deep  friendship  could  be 
renewed.  But  renewal  of  friendship  was  not  the  sole  or 
chief  purpose  of  Bonhoeffer’s  swift  journey  to  Sweden. 
He,  too,  came  as  an  emissary  of  elements  in  the  German 
resistance,  wholly  independent  of  Sch&nfeld,  who  did  not 
in  general  command  Bonhoeffer’s  confidence.  He  was 
considered  to  be  somewhat  ambivalent  in  his  ecclesiastical 
loyalties,  since  he  both  loyally  served  Life  and  Work  as  a 
staff  member  and  maintained  contact  with  Bishop  Heckel 
and  the  official  side  of  the  German  Evangelical  Church. 

In  his  biography  of  Bonhoeffer,  Eberhard  Bethge  has 
carefully  listed  the  sources  in  Bell’s  own  writing  which 
may  be  drawn  upon  for  any  reconstruction  of  those  remark¬ 
able  days  in  Sweden  in  May  and  June  1942.15  The  list  of 
them  indicates  not  only  the  measure  of  importance  that 
Bonhoeffer  has  come  to  have  in  the  Christian  history  of  our 
time,  but  the  significance  that  Bell  attached  to  the  initiative 
taken  so  perilously,  and  in  the  end  so  fruitlessly,  by  those 
two  German  pastors. 

At  the  first  meeting  Schbnfeld,  revealing  the  deep  sense 
of  strain  that  he  was  experiencing,  told  Bell  of  the  plans 
being  made  by  a  strong  and  organized  resistance  movement 
within  Germany  for  the  destruction  of  the  Nazi  regime. 
The  purpose  of  his  contact  with  the  English  bishop  was  to 
find  out  through  him  whether  success  on  the  part  of  that 
resistance  might  lead  to  the  possibility  of  a  negotiated  peace. 


88 


It  is  important  to  stress  that  Bell,  for  all  the  enthusiasm 
’  vhich  he  had  shown  during  the  ‘phoney’  war  period  at  the 
Apeldoom  meeting  for  a  negotiated  peace,  did  not  show 
the  faintest  naivete  in  responding  to  this  overture.  Schdn- 
i  eld  had  given  an  impressive  account  of  a  resistance  made 
up  of  three  main  elements,  members  or  former  members 
of  the  state  administration,  large  numbers  of  key  trade 
imionists  in  the  main  industrial  centres  like  Berlin,  Hamburg 
{ind  Cologne,  and  highly  placed  officers  both  in  the  army 
and  the  police.  Schbnfeld  also  set  out  in  detail  the  principles 
upon  which  a  reordered  Germany  would  be  based,  if  this 
lesistance  were  able  to  effect  what  was  seen  to  be  the  essen¬ 
tial  first  step,  the  elimination  of  Hitler.1®  But  Schonfeld 
was  not  a  figure  who  inspired  full  confidence.  His  links 
with  Heckel  had  been  rather  close.  Bell  acquainted  his  host, 
tie  British  Minister  in  Stockholm,  Mr  Victor  Mallet  (as  he 
tien  was),  with  the  approach.  The  Minister  was  very  cau¬ 
tious,  suspecting  that  this  was  a  disguised  peace  feeler. 

At  the  second  meeting  with  Sch&nfeld,  on  29  May,  the 
German  pastor  stressed  more  fully  even  than  at  the  meeting 
tiree  days  earlier  the  basically  Christian  character  of  the 
r  distance  movement  that  he  represented. 


Indeed,  most  of  Dr  Schonfeld’s  conversation  on  this  occasion  was 
devoted  to  stating  what  the  Churches  had  done,  advocating  the 
necessity  of  a  Christian  basis  of  government,  and  pointing  out  the 
significance  in  relation  to  Germany  of  the  Church  opposition  in 
Holland  and  Norway.17 


This  was  the  best  of  all  grounds  for  an  appeal  to  Bell, 
bjut  far  more  compelling  was  an  appeal  from  a  man  whom  he 
could  totally  trust.  This  came,  as  it  must  have  appeared 
quite  incredibly,  when  two  days  later  Bonhoefifer  arrived 
at  Sigtuna.  Bell  had  yearned  that  his  visit  to  neutral  terri¬ 
tory  might  afford  the  opportunity  to  renew  his  friendship 
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with  the  young  German.  *1  wish  I  could  see  Dietrich  there’, 
he  had  written,  just  before  leaving,  to  Bonhoeffer’s  refugee 
brother-in-law.  Through  Archbishop  Eidem  he  had  tried 
to  find  out  Bonhoeffer’s  movements,  but  failed.16  It  seemed 
unlikely  that  one  so  marked  as  Bonhoeffer  could  be  expected 
to  arrive  in  a  neutral  country,  but  he  was  in  fact  already 
playing  that  dangerous  game  as  a  ‘double  agent  of  the 
Abwehr ’  which  in  its  complexity  would  require  a  John  le 
Carr6  to  have  justice  done  to  it. 

Bonhoeffer  was  able  to  confirm  all  that  Schdnfeld  had 
said.  The  independence  of  his  own  approach,  and  the  degree 
to  which  he  had  parted  company  with  Schdnfeld  in  the  past 
reinforced  the  confirmation  that  he  gave.  Here,  above  all, 
in  Bonhoeffer  was  a  man  whom  Bell  knew  could  be  trusted 
through  and  through.  In  the  brief  interval  between  the  se¬ 
cond  talk  with  Schdnfeld  and  the  visit  to  Sigtuna,  Bell  had 
been  to  Uppsala  and  talked  about  Schdnfeld’s  approach  to 
his  old  friend  Archbishop  Eidem.  Eidem  fully  believed  in 
Schdnfeld’s  sincerity,  but  gave  less  credence  to  his  facts. 
He  thought  that  there  was  some  indulgence  in  wishful 
thinking,  and  that  Schdnfeld  had  relieved  his  feelings  about 
the  tragedy  in  his  own  land  by  pouring  out  all  his  hopes 
to  one  whom  he  knew  would  sympathize. 

Bonhoeffer  countered  this  by  being  willing  to  reveal  the 
names  of  the  leaders  in  the  German  resistance.  Here  were  no 
vague  groups,  no  matter  how  grandly  described,  but  actual 
people  whom  a  wholly  trustworthy  man,  of  proved  sound 
judgment,  could  firmly  state  to  adhere  to  the  cause  of  the 
overthrow  of  Hitler.  In  a  later  account  of  the  whole  incident, 
which  Bell  gave  in  a  lecture  in  Gottingen  in  1957, 19  he 
recorded  how  he  had  warned  his  friend  of  the  suspicion 
with  which  the  British  government  was  bound  to  treat  the 
whole  approach,  and  how  greatly  it  would  help  if  names 
could  be  given. 
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He  agreed  readily  -  although  I  could  see  that  there  was  a  heavy 
load  on  his  mind  about  the  whole  affair.  He  named  Col.-General 
Beck,  Col.-General  von  Hammerstein,  former  chiefs  of  the  General 
Staff,  Herr  Goedeler,  former  Lord  Mayor  of  Leipzig,  Wilhelm 
Leuscher,  former  President  of  the  United  Trade  Unions,  Jacob 
Kaiser,  Catholic  Trade  Union  leader.  He  also  mentioned  Schacht, 
as  an  ambiguous  supporter,  a  ‘seismograph  of  contemporary  events’. 

Iliis  was  an  impressive  list.  It  was  accompanied  by  the 
assurance  that  most  of  the  field  marshals  and  generals 
were  reliable  from  the  point  of  view  of  the  conspirators. 

There  was  another  way  in  which  Bonhoeffer’s  approach 
was  more  compelling  than  that  of  his  fellow  pastor.  When 
Iiell  and  Bonhoeffer  stopped  their  private  talk  and  were 
j  fined  by  others,  including  Schdnfeld,  the  latter  expounded 
l  is  ideas,  notably  in  regard  to  Russia. 

Here  Bonhoeffer  broke  in  (said  Bell  at  Gottingen).  His  Christian 
conscience,  he  said,  was  not  quite  at  ease  with  Schonfeld’s  ideas. 
There  must  be  punishment  by  God.  We  should  not  be  worthy  of 
such  a  solution.  Our  action  must  be  such  as  the  world  will  understand 
as  an  act  of  repentance.  ‘Christians  do  not  wish  to  escape  repentance, 
or  chaos,  if  it  is  God’s  will  to  bring  it  upon  us.  We  must  take  this 
judgment  as  Christians.9  When  Bonhoeffer  spoke  of  the  importance 
of  the  Germans  declaring  their  repentance,  I  expressed  very  strong 
agreement  with  him.  I  also  spoke  of  the  importance  of  the  Allied 
armies  occupying  Berlin.  Schdnfeld  agreed  to  this,  but  with  the  proviso 
that  they  occupied  Berlin  not  as  conquerors  but  to  assist  the  German 
Army  against  reactionary  or  hostile  forces. 

The  distance  that  Bell  had  moved  since  1940  can  be  seen 
i  a  his  insistence  that  the  Allied  armies  must  occupy  Berlin. 
Now  that  the  war  had  run  more  than  two  and  a  half  years 
of  its  course  he  was  clear  that  such  occupation  was  neces¬ 
sary.  This  conviction  is  to  be  borne  in  mind  when  we  turn 
to  the  speeches  that  he  made  in  criticism  of  the  bombing 
j  >olicy  of  the  Allies,  and  his  struggle  to  move  the  government 
s  way  from  a  sterile  policy  of  demanding  unconditional 
surrender.  He  had  now  every  reason  to  believe  in  the 
e  xistence  of  a  determined  and  influential  German  resistance. 
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Nothing  would  have  put  more  heart  into  such  men,  living 
and  plotting  in  daily  danger  of  their  lives,  than  the  assurance 
that  a  Germany  which  had  overthrown  Hitler  and  his  crew 
would  be  differently  treated  from  a  Nazi  Germany  driven 
to  total  defeat. 

The  question  was:  could  Bell  secure  such  assurance? 
Code  messages  were  agreed  before  they  parted  in  which 
Bell  could  give  news  of  the  response  of  the  British  govern¬ 
ment.  A  letter  from  Bonhoeffer  came  to  Bell  before  he  left 
Stockholm. 

It  still  seems  to  me  like  a  dream  to  have  seen  you,  to  have  spoken 
to  you,  to  have  heard  your  voice.  I  think  these  days  will  remain  in 
my  memory  as  some  of  the  greatest  of  my  life.  The  spirit  of  fellow¬ 
ship  and  of  Christian  brotherliness  will  carry  me  through  the  darkest 
hours,  and  even  if  things  go  worse  than  we  hope  and  expect,  the 
light  of  these  few  days  will  never  extinguish  in  my  heart.  The  impres¬ 
sions  of  these  days  were  so  overwhelming  that  I  cannot  express 
them  in  words.10 

Bell,  on  his  return,  saw  Anthony  Eden,  the  Foreign 
Secretary.  Eden  was  deeply  interested,  not  least  in  the  list 
of  names  with  which  Bell  had  been  supplied  by  Bonhoeffer. 
He  did  not  doubt  the  sincerity  of  the  pastors,  but  was  inclined 
to  think  that  they  were  unconsciously  being  used  to  put  out 
peace  feelers.  Such  feelers  had  been  out  in  Turkey  and 
Madrid  (a  surprising  circumstance  when  the  military  domi¬ 
nance  of  Germany  at  the  time  is  considered).  ‘He  (Eden)  must 
be  scrupulously  careful  not  to  enter  even  into  the  appearance 
of  negotiations  with  the  enemy,  and  be  able  to  say  truthfully 
that  this  was  so,  both  to  Russia  and  to  America.*21 
Bell  also  went  to  see  Sir  Stafford  Cripps,  a  devout 
Christian  who  had  been  a  leading  figure  in  the  World 
Alliance  for  the  Promotion  of  International  Friendship 
through  the  Churches.  Cripps  had  talked  with  Visser  *t 
Hooft  during  the  previous  month,  who  had  shown  him  and 
left  with  him  a  memorandum  by  Adam  von  Trott,  who  had 
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b  ien  suggested  as  a  possible  intermediary  by  the  two  German 
pastors.  Cripps  was  impressed  by  this  and  showed  it  to 
Ciiurchill.  He  was  also  impressed  with  Schdnfeld’s  state¬ 
ment  and  promised  to  talk  it  over  with  Eden.  Eden  caused 
ti  e  Foreign  Office  to  examine  all  parallel  information,  but 
gave  his  firm  answer  in  a  letter  written  on  4  August: 

I  am  very  conscious  of  the  importance  of  what  you  say  about  not 
discouraging  any  elements  of  opposition  in  Germany  to  the  Nazi 
regime.  You  will  remember  that  in  my  speech  at  Edinburgh  on  May 
8th  I  devoted  quite  a  long  passage  to  Germany  and  concluded  by 
saying  that,  if  any  section  of  the  German  people  really  wished  to 
see  a  return  to  a  German  state  based  on  respect  for  law  and  the  rights 
of  the  individual,  they  must  understand  that  no  one  would  believe 
them  until  they  had  taken  active  steps  to  rid  themselves  of  their 
present  regime. 

For  the  present  I  do  not  think  that  it  would  be  advisable  to  go 
any  further  in  a  public  statement.  I  realize  the  dangers  and  difficulties 
to  which  the  opposition  in  Germany  is  exposed,  but  they  have  so 
far  given  little  evidence  of  their  existence  and  until  they  show  that 
they  are  willing  to  follow  the  example  of  the  oppressed  peoples  of 
Europe  in  running  risks  and  taking  active  steps  to  oppose  and  over¬ 
throw  the  Nazi  rule  of  terror,  I  do  not  see  how  we  can  usefully 
expand  the  statements  which  have  already  been  made  by  members  of 
the  Government  about  Germany*  I  think  those  statements  have 
made  it  quite  clear  that  we  do  not  intend  to  deny  Germany  a  place 
in  the  future  Europe,  but  that  the  longer  the  German  people  tolerate 
the  Nazi  regime,  the  greater  becomes  their  responsibility  for  the 
crimes  which  that  regime  is  committing  in  their  name.88 

While  naturally  revealing  nothing  of  the  conversations 
tlat  had  taken  place  in  Sweden,  Bell  raised  the  whole 
question  of  encouragement  to  those  Germans  who  desired 
tl  e  overthrow  of  Hitler  in  an  important  speech  in  the  Lords 
o:  1 10  March  1943.  His  intimate  knowledge  of  the  German 
church  struggle  had  taught  him  with  what  peril  any  man  or 
any  body  sought  to  oppose  the  Hitlerite  state. 

But  in  spite  of  the  cruelty  and  murder  and  of  the  paralysing  effect  - 
paralysing  physically,  psychologically,  morally  -  of  the  ruthless 
strategy  of  the  Nazis’  oppression,  vast  numbers  of  the  German 
people  refused  to  bow  the  kneee  to  Baal - When  we  are  tempted 
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to  blame  the  German  people  for  their  docility,  we  must  remember 

the  multitude  of  assassins  and  spies.** 

While  Lord  Simon,  replying  to  the  debate,  gave  assurance 
that  the  destruction  of  the  Hitlerite  state  did  not  imply  that 
the  whole  German  people  was  doomed  to  destruction, 
the  word  of  encouragement  to  the  German  resistance  was 
never  spoken,  and  certainly  no  aid  was  given  to  it  such  as 
buttressed  and  equipped  the  resistance  in  occupied  territories. 

The  truth  behind  the  approach  of  the  two  German  pastors 
was  proved  tragically.  On  20  July  1944  the  plot  to  assassi¬ 
nate  Hitler  failed.  The  conspirators  were  ruthlessly  exter¬ 
minated.  Churchill  could  scornfully  dismiss  the  whole 
affair  as  ‘the  highest  personalities  in  the  German  Reich 
murdering  one  another’,  but  the  list  of  those  who  died  at 
Hitler’s  enraged  orders  corresponded  with  the  list  that 
Bonhoeffer  had  given  to  Bell  at  Sigtuna.  The  resistance  was 
a  reality.  It  had  pursued  its  purpose  without  any  encourage¬ 
ment,  and  thus  proved  its  integrity.  There  was  doubtless 
a  mixture  of  motives,  but  the  calibre  of  many  who  had 
joined  in  the  desperate  plot  showed  that  it  was  Christian 
faith  and  human  idealism  that  provided  the  mainspring  of 
the  abortive  attempt  to  rid  Germany  and  the  world  of  the 
evil  Fiihrer. 

By  now  Bell  had  become  engaged  on  another  front  of 
conflict  with  the  British  government.  Here  he  was  judged 
to  be  not  misguided  and  deceived  (as  many  must  have 
thought  him  to  be  in  his  pleas  for  ‘the  other  Germany’), 
but  positively  dangerous  and  weakening  to  the  war  effort. 
This  new  front  was  the  bombing  policy  being  pursued 
against  German  cities. 

On  9  February  1944  he  spoke  in  the  Lords  on  the  issue 
of  obliteration  bombing.  The  heart  of  his  well-informed  and 
cogently  argued  speech  lay  in  these  words: 

It  is  no  longer  definite  military  and  industrial  objectives  which  are 
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the  aim  of  the  bombers,  but  the  whole  town,  area  by  area,  is  plotted 
carefully  out.  This  area  is  singled  out  and  plastered  on  one  night; 
that  area  is  singled  out  and  plastered  on  another  night;  a  third,  a 
fourth,  a  fifth  area  is  similarly  singled  out  and  plastered  night  after 
night,  till,  to  use  the  language  of  the  Chief  of  Bomber  Command  with 
regard  to  Berlin,  the  heart  of  Nazi  Germany  ceases  to  beat.  How 
can  there  be  discrimination  in  such  matters  when  civilians,  monu¬ 
ments,  military  objectives  and  industrial  objectives  all  together  form 
the  target?  How  can  the  bombers  aim  at  anything  more  than  a 
great  space  when  they  see  nothing  and  the  bombing  is  blind?24 


This  was  not  the  first  time  he  had  raised  this  issue,  although 
it  was  by  far  the  most  public  occasion.  In  the  previous 
{September  he  had  written  about  it  in  such  terms  in  his  own 
iocesan  Gazette  as  to  arouse  bitter  protests  throughout 
is  diocese.  The  protests  led  his  friend  the  Dean,  A.  S. 
uncan-Jones,  to  ask  him  to  withdraw  from  preaching  in 
own  cathedral  at  a  service  to  commemorate  the  third 
iversary  of  the  Battle  of  Britain.  His  Lords  speech, 
owever,  was  intended  as  a  challenge  to  the  nation.  It  had 
n  vetted  by  the  outstanding  military  strategist  of  the  day, 
(fcaptain  Liddell  Hart,  and  therefore  was  unchallengable 
on  its  facts.  Interestingly,  Canon  Jasper  reveals  that  Bell 
had  the  support  of  his  old  opponent  Headlam  of  Gloucester 
ii  making  it. 

It  created  a  remarkable  furore,  with  the  expected  apoplec- 
t  c  explosions  from  papers  such  as  The  Daily  Telegraph 
and  the  Daily  Mail,  but  moderate  assessments  in  more 
t  loughtful  quarters  in  the  secular  press,  and  some  relief 
e  ^pressed  in  the  religious  press  that  a  Christian  leader  had 
sooken  about  an  issue  that  was  nagging  the  conscience  of 
tl  loughtful  Christians.  Although  his  war-time  speeches 
were  concerned  with  many  aspects  of  the  struggle,  and 
perhaps  most  notably  with  the  absence  of  any  ‘weapon 
of  the  idea’  (to  use  his  own  phrase)  in  the  British  offensive, 
it  was  that  speech  on  obliteration  bombing  which  was  most 
ic  entified  with  him. 
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His  own  official  biographer  is  critical  of  his  stance  at  this 
point,  while  seeing  his  stand  as  noble  and  far  from  useless. 
He  makes  the  comment  on  Bell’s  later  condemnation  of  the 
use  of  the  atomic  bomb  against  Japan: 

This  final  protest  revealed  as  clearly  as  any  the  intellectual  weakness 
of  Bell’s  position.  Fundamentally  he  believed  that  war  was  wrong  - 
‘War  is  destructive,  and  war  not  only  wastes  life  and  wastes  material 
resources,  but  poisons  human  relationships.*  Yet  he  refused  to 
become  a  pacifist. ...  As  the  struggle  dragged  on,  he  deplored  the 
retreat  from  the  original  high  ideals;  yet  the  war  itself  made  such  a 
retreat  inevitable.  His  sensitive  conscience  therefore  made  him  a 
constant  critic  of  government  policy,  but  it  also  forced  him  into  a 
dilemma  which  did  not  make  for  logic  and  consistency.85 

Against  this  comment  may  be  put  the  firm  defence  of  Bell 
by  his  friend  and  former  chaplain,  the  present  Archdeacon 
of  Chichester,  Lancelot  Mason. 

The  one  over-riding  principle  in  the  conduct  of  the  war  must  be  the 
defeat  of  the  enemy.  But  does  that  mean  that  in  time  of  war  the 
Church  must  be  silent  about  Christian  principles?  That  its  only 
function  in  wartime  is  to  bless  the  nation’s  weapons  of  war  and  pray 
for  the  annihilation  of  the  enemy?  It  was  one  of  Bishop  Bell’s 
main  arguments  that  the  Church  must  at  all  times,  in  war  as  in  peace 
be  the  Church. ...  It  must  speak  to  men  of  love,  even  of  the  love 
of  one’s  enemy.  Is  a  war  worth  fighting,  is  it  worth  winning,  if  at 
the  end  of  it  you  have  reduced  your  own  people  to  the  same  level  of 
evil  against  which  they  took  up  arms?89 

In  strict  logic  no  Christian  stance  in  time  of  war  is  de¬ 
fensible.  The  pacifist  even  in  eating  benefits  from  the  armed 
forces  that  have  guarded  the  convoys  which  brought  him  his 
food.  He  finds  himself  protesting  against  vile  evil,  such  as 
Nazism,  yet  refusing  to  will  any  clear  means  for  its  defeat. 
The  man  who  like  Bell  refuses  the  pacifist  position  can 
always  be  accused  of  wanting  to  fight  war  with  gentility. 
But  it  is  perhaps  far  more  perceptive  to  read  his  position  as 
Professor  Donald  Mackinnon  reads  it:  ‘Bell’s  greatness  in 
a  measure  corresponded  to  Bonhoeffer’s:  the  master  lived 
out  in  his  own  very  different  situation  the  moral  and  spiri- 
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tual  tensions  articulated  by  the  theologian,  prophet,  and 
martyr  whose  mentor  he  was.’27 

When  the  July  plot  failed  Bonhoeffer  was  already  in 
piison.  He  was  hanged  on  the  express  orders  of  Hitler  at 
F  ossenbiirg  just  before  the  war  ended.  The  meeting  in 
Sweden  was  to  be  the  last  between  the  two  friends.  Bonhoe- 
ffor’s  last  message  as  he  was  taken  out  to  execution,  sent 
tl  rough  a  British  prisoner,  was  to  the  English  bishop  who 
had  been  his  friend  from  the  first  months  that  he  engaged 
in  the  Christian  struggle  against  the  monstrous  evil  of 
Nazism. 

Tell  him  (he  said)  that  for  me  this  is  the  end  but  also  the  beginning  - 
with  him  I  believe  in  the  principle  of  our  Universal  Christian  brother¬ 
hood  which  rises  above  all  national  interests,  and  that  our  victory 
is  certain  -  tell  him  too  that  I  have  never  forgotten  his  words  at  our 
last  meeting.29 

Strangely,  it  was  through  the  broadcast  of  a  memorial 
service  that  the  Bishop  conducted  in  London  for  his  friend 
that  the  Bonhoeffer  family  learned  that  Dietrich  was  dead. 
B  sll  had  learned  through  Geneva,  but  the  disorder  and 
confusion  in  Berlin  was  still  too  great  for  the  news  to  have 
come  through.  At  the  service  he  spoke  of  the  possibility  of 
n  surrection  for  the  church  through  the  leadership  of  men 
II  ce  Bonhoeffer.  There  was  ‘for  the  Church,  not  only  in  that 
G  ermany  which  he  loved,  but  the  Church  Universal  which 
was  greater  to  him  than  nations,  the  hope  of  a  new  life’.29 
It  was  a  strange  echo  of  the  last  words  of  his  younger  friend, 
which  had  not  yet  reached  him. 

Three  months  later  Bell  led  the  first  post-war  deputation 
©’English  churchmen  to  Berlin.  He  visited  the  Bonhoeffer 
fismily.  Professor  Gordon  Rupp  has  described  the  scene. 

And  now  his  mother  went  to  a  drawer  and  took  from  it  a  little  book 
from  which  her  son  had  made  his  devotions  in  his  last  imprisonment. 
And  as  the  bishop  took  it  from  her  and  kissed  the  old  lady  on  her 
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forehead,  he  held  up  the  volume  so  that  the  afternoon  light  fell  on 
its  title,  The  Imitation  of  Christ™ 

Whatever  inconsistencies  and  illogicalities  his  stand  during 
the  war  had  revealed,  it  had  had  one  underlying  compulsion, 
to  see  how  Christ  could  be  imitated  amidst  the  moral 
ambiguities  and  hideous  complexities  of  modern  war.  ‘In 
one  dark  land  at  least*,  reflected  Professor  Rupp  as  he  saw 
the  precious  gift  made,  ‘this  Englishman,  with  his  clear  blue 
eyes,  has  been  in  our  time  an  emblem  of  Christian  truth, 
justice  and  divine  compassion  in  shining  armour,  a  very 
gentle  knight.*30 
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6 . . .  Which  Was  Our  Duty  to  Do’ 


When  the  Concertgebouw  at  Amsterdam  filled  on  22  August 
1948  with  the  delegates  and  other  representatives  of  147 
churches  come  together  to  inaugurate  the  World  Council 
of  Churches  in  its  fully-organized  form.  Bell  must  have 
reflected  with  thanksgiving  on  the  degree  to  which  the  church 
had  ‘been  the  church’  across  the  war  years.  Only  three 
years  after  the  end  of  the  most  sundering  and  destructive 
conflict  the  nations  had  known  the  churches  of  the  world 
had  resolved  to  enter  into  this  wholly  new  commitment  to 
one  another.  The  churches  from  the  nations  so  recently 
at  war  were  there.  His  mind  went  back,  as  his  speech  to  the 
opening  session  revealed,  to  his  first  ecumenical  gathering, 
also  on  Dutch  soil,  at  Oud  Wassenaar  almost  thirty  years 
before.  There  Soderblom  ‘had  made  his  momentous  proposal 
for  “an  Ecumenical  Council  representing  Christendom  in  a 
spiritual  way”  ’.1  It  also  went  back  to  the  Fan5  meeting  in 
1934,  that  ecumenical  gathering  which  had  faced  the  essence 
of  the  challenge  that  Hitler  represented,  and  what  it  must 
mean  for  the  church  to  be  the  church. 

In  the  work  of  the  assembly  Bell  was  naturally  assigned 
to  Section  IV  which  was  appointed  to  deal  with  ‘The  Church 
and  International  Disorder’.  There  was  a  sharp  clash  be¬ 
tween  Bell  and  John  Foster  Dulles  on  the  possibility  of  a 
‘just’  war  under  modem  conditions.  Bell  wanted  the  idea 
rejected,  but  was  also  opposed  by  a  young  Anglican  lay 
delegate,  Quintin  Hogg,  who  now,  as  Lord  Chancellor, 
presides  over  the  Lords  where  Bell  made  his  controversial 
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war-time  speeches.  Bell  had  the  satisfaction  of  finding  his 
comment  on  the  section’s  work  during  the  Assembly’s 
debate  upon  it  included  in  the  official  report. 

A  just  war  was  fought  for  just  causes  with  just  means  and  terminated 
with  a  just  peace.  But  a  great  change  occurred  in  the  twentieth 
century. ...  In  the  second  world  war  total  war  became  unrestricted 
war  and  means  were  employed  that  no  one  could  call  human  - 
obliteration  bombing  and  the  indiscrimate  use  of  atomic  force. 
The  distinction  between  just  and  unjust  war  had  disappeared. . . . 
It  was  time  for  the  Christian  Church  to  urge  the  world  to  recognize 
that  harsh  fact:  that  modem  war  brings  barbarism  and  cannot  be  an 
act  of  justice.* 

Bell’s  major  task  at  the  assembly,  itself  a  recognition  of 
the  great  seniority  he  had  come  to  have,  was  to  chair  the 
policy  committee  charged  with  the  necessarily  delicate 
sxrangements  regarding  the  membership  and  functions  of 
the  newly  formed  body  and  many  related  questions.  This 
lecognition  made  it  virtually  inevitable  that  he  should  be 
elected  chairman  of  the  powerful  central  committee,  con¬ 
sisting  of  the  presidents  and  ninety  other  members,  which 
would  supervise  and  direct  the  work  of  the  council  between 
i  ssemblies.  The  first  meeting  of  the  newly  appointed  com¬ 
mittee  took  place  at  Woudschoeten,  in  Holland,  immedi¬ 
ately  after  the  assembly,  and  Bell  was  duly  elected,  with 
Dr  Franklin  Clark  Fry,  President  of  the  United  Lutheran 
Church  in  America,  as  his  vice-chairman. 

Fry  was  a  representative  figure  of  the  new  ecumenical 
era  which  had  now  opened.  Two-thirds  of  the  members 
cf  the  all-important  central  committee  were  new  to  ecume¬ 
nical  experience  in  any  deep  sense.  Men  like  Fry,  immensely 
influential  leaders  of  large  churches,  were  essential  if  the 
council  were  truly  to  be  a  council  of  churches  and  not  just  a 
gathering  of  ecumenical  enthusiasts. 

It  was  equally  essential  that  the  central  committee  should 
itself  become  a  fellowship  in  which  its  members  gained 
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ecumenical  experience  and  were  enlarged  by  ecumenical 
vision.  This  was  Bell’s  supreme  contribution  in  the  years  of 
his  chairmanship  from  1948-1954.  I  was  present  at  the 
central  committee  meeting  in  Chicago  which  prefaced  the 
second  assembly  at  Evanston  in  the  latter  year.  It  was  clear 
that  in  the  intervening  years  this  disparate  group  had  been 
welded  into  so  close  a  company  of  friends  that  some  were 
finding  it  almost  unbearable  that  they  would  not  meet  in 
that  way  again  (since  the  forthcoming  assembly  was  rightly 
bound  to  make  large  changes  in  membership).  The  company 
centred  on  the  shy  Anglican  bishop  who  was  its  chairman. 
This  concentration  on  him  was  not  because  he  had  the 
obvious  gifts  to  dominate  a  large  group  of  men  and  women, 
themselves  almost  all  accustomed  to  central  places  of  leader¬ 
ship,  but  because  of  the  unique  spiritual  authority  that  he 
brought  to  the  work,  and  his  determination  that  it  should 
be  done  in  a  thoroughly  Christian  manner. 

Bell  was  in  fact,  by  ordinary  standards,  not  a  very  good 
chairman.  By  contrast  his  vice-chairman,  Fry,  was  superbly 
gifted  in  this  regard,  and  at  his  death  had  earned  the  descrip¬ 
tion  in  a  Times  obituary  notice  as  ‘the  greatest  ecclesiastical 
parliamentarian  of  his  generation’.  Bell  relied  a  great  deal 
upon  him,  and  Fry’s  self-effacement  deserved  all  praise. 
Bell’s  mind  was  not  incisive,  and  he  had  more  the  habit  of  a 
bishop  presiding  over  his  diocesan  conference  than  of  a 
moderator  merely  holding  the  ring.  This  called  for  some 
adjustment  on  the  part  of  many  members  of  the  committee. 
Dr  Robert  Mackie  comments  on  the  first  full  meeting  of  the 
committee  which  was  held  at  Chichester  itself  in  the  summer 
of  1949: 

Bell’s  genius  for  welding  a  group  together  had  begun,  and  thereafter 
the  members  were  gently  but  firmly  directed  in  the  way  they  should 
go.  At  times  there  were  looks  of  astonishment,  even  of  irritation,  in 
the  faces  of  those  who  had  not  met  this  type  of  chairmanship  before. 
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but  for  a  world  body  beginning  its  work  it  could  not  have  been 
bettered.8 


There  was  something  strange,  as  Robert  Mackie  also  re¬ 
marks,  in  the  contrast  between  Bell’s  humility  and  informa¬ 
lity  on  the  one  hand  and  his  pertinacity  and  courage  on  the 
other.  Possibly  it  was  only  the  humility  and  the  hesitant 
manner  which  enabled  him  to  get  away  with  the  firm  leader¬ 
s'  lip  which  he  was  in  fact  exercising.  A  more  obviously 
masterful  man,  and  one  whose  manner  was  confident  rather 
ti  tan  hesitant,  would  have  aroused  strong  opposition. 

Bell’s  position  was  also  strengthened  enormously  by  his 
e  ;umenical  stature.  It  was  not  just  that  he  had  thirty  years 
of  intimate  experience  of  the  movement  behind  him;  it  was 
tiat  an  Anglo-Saxon,  most  unusually,  commanded  the 
total  confidence  and  indeed  the  glowing  affection  of 
continental  Europeans. 

It  was  some  of  his  fellow-Englishmen  who  were  more  apt 
to  be  critical  of  his  type  of  ecumenical  leadership.  Dr  Leslie 
I  unter,  then  Bishop  of  Sheffield,  who  accompanied  Bell 
on  a  visit  by  eight  churchmen  to  the  British  zone  of  Germany 
in  October  1946,  comments  that  in  one  sense  he  was  not  a 
It  ader  ‘because  he  was  very  markedly  a  man  who  liked  going 
his  own  way,  and  indeed  rather  enjoyed  being  in  a  minority’. 
C  n  that  visit  he  never  discussed  with  any  other  members  of 
the  team  what  he  was  going  to  say  at  the  big  service  in 
Berlin,  and  since  he  used  the  occasion  to  attack  the  policy 
o  f  the  British  Control  Commission  before  they  had  their 
ii  terview  with  the  deputy  military  governor,  this  had  its 
embarrassing  side.  Dr  Hunter  adds:  ‘On  the  other  hand, 
o:ie  would  balance  what  I  have  said  with  the  fact  which  is 
q  iite  amazing  that  as  we  went  round  West  Germany  in 
1946  the  German  churchmen,  lay  and  clerical,  regarded 
hm  with  veneration.  It  was  most  remarkable.’4 

Again,  in  the  organization  of  that  visit  he  calmly  by- 
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passed  the  British  Council  of  Churches,  and  when  challen¬ 
ged  about  it  said  that  since  it  was  essential  to  have  Roman 
Catholic  co-operation,  and  that  might  not  have  been  easy 
on  a  BCC  platform,  it  was  essential  to  do  it  that  way. 
Dr  Oliver  Tomkins,  now  Bishop  of  Bristol,  a  member  of 
that  team,  comments,  ‘It  illustrates  his  essential  pragmatism 
in  reaching  goals.’ 

His  dogged  purposefulness  for  good  had  its  undoubted 
dangers.  All  men  of  deep  prayer  and  commitment  will  have 
to  face  the  temptation  towards  a  devout  and  consecrated 
egotism.  Sir  Kenneth  Grubb,  perhaps  enjoying  a  little 
iconoclasm,  in  his  recent  autobiography  writes  of  Bell: 

He  was  by  no  means  easy  to  work  with.  He  was  a  vigorous  man  of 
peace,  and  such  men  like  to  have  their  own  way.  If  he  did  not  secure 
it,  he  would  go  off  on  his  own,  ignore  his  colleagues,  and  navigate 
his  own  canoe,  sometimes  landing  on  the  rocks. 

But  even  this  critic  adds  that  ‘His  human  sympathy  was  not 
vague,  collective  and  general,  but  painstaking  and  individual 
...  His  devotion,  integrity,  capacity  for  work  and  taste  in 
the  arts  and  culture  generally  were  beyond  criticism.’5 

It  is  nevertheless  clear  that  Bell  brought  to  his  chairman¬ 
ship  of  the  central  committee  during  the  first  six  formative 
years  the  absolutely  essential  contribution.  He  had  been 
indefatigable  in  the  three  years  between  the  end  of  the  war 
and  the  Amsterdam  assembly  in  knitting  together  the 
ecumenical  fellowship  across  the  world,  and  in  the  six 
years  that  followed  he  made  of  the  new  instrument  a  caring 
and  committed  Christian  fellowship  that  was  concerned 
about  the  central  issues. 

They  were  not  easy  years.  On  the  ecclesiastical  front  there 
was  the  sharp  question,  not  least  in  Eastern  Orthodox 
mindSj  of  the  character  of  the  council  itself.  Did  belonging 
to  it  commit  the  member  churches  to  acknowledgment  of  all 
other  member  bodies  as  fully  churches?  It  was  at  the 
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Toronto  meeting  in  1950  that  the  statement  ‘The  Church, 
tie  Churches  and  the  World  Council  of  Churches’  was 
hammered  out  in  a  committee  under  the  chairmanship  of 
I>r  R.  D.  Whitehom  and  warmly  welcomed  by  Bell.  It 
did  much  to  ease  the  way  for  that  full  participation  by 
C  Tthodoxy  that  has  been  so  strong  a  feature  of  the  council’s 
life  in  recent  years. 

Far  sharper  was  the  question  raised  by  the  Korean  war, 
w  hich  also  fell  to  be  considered  at  that  Toronto  meeting. 

I  he  committee  took  the  bold  step  of  declaring  by  resolution 
tliat  an  act  of  aggression  had  been  committed. 

The  United  Nations  Commission  in  Korea,  the  most  objective 
witness  available,  asserts  that  ‘all  evidence  points  to  a  calculated, 
co-ordinated  attack  prepared  and  launched  with  secrecy’  by  the 
North  Korean  troops. 

Armed  attack  as  an  instrument  of  national  policy  is  wrong.  We 
therefore  commend  the  United  Nations,  an  instrument  of  world 
order,  for  its  prompt  decision  to  meet  this  aggression  and  for  author¬ 
izing  a  police  measure  which  every  member  nation  should  support. 

This  declaration  led  to  the  resignation  before  the  com- 
nittee  met  in  the  following  year  of  Dr  T.  C.  Chao,  the 
d  stinguished  Chinese  scholar  who  was  the  Asian  member 
o:  ’  the  presidium.8 

They  were  certainly  not  easy  years,  but  Bell  had  the 
st  tisfaction  of  bringing  to  the  second  assembly  at  Evanston, 

II  inois,  in  1954  a  united  and  harmonious  central  committee 
tl  at  had  discharged  its  tasks  with  a  commendable  degree  of 
courage.  The  World  Council  was  now  fully  established, 
and  much  was  owed  to  Bell  for  this  achievement. 

The  achievement  was  recognized  by  his  election  at  that 
as  sembly  to  the  high  honour  of  being  Honorary  President 
o:  ‘  the  Council.  It  was  intended  to  mark  not  only  what  he 
had  done  since  Amsterdam,  but  what  he  had  done  since  the 
Stockholm  conference  almost  thirty  years  before.  His 
participation  in  the  life  of  the  Council,  both  at  the  executive 


105 


and  central  committees,  continued  with  unabated  enthusi¬ 
asm.  At  the  smaller  executive  committee  Dr  Kathleen  Bliss 
remembers  this  phase: 

He  used  always  to  be  occupied  with  his  little  notebook  and  with 
preparing  a  resolution.  He  would  start  on  the  latter  quite  early  in  the 
proceedings  and  work  on  it  for  a  long  time,  almost  always  on  some 
international  theme.  This  was  usually  a  good  and  useful  thing,  but 
sometimes  his  efforts  were  a  bit  misplaced  and  he  could  be  very 
obstinate  about  pressing  them.’ 

At  the  last  meeting  of  his  life,  a  central  committee  at 
Nyborg,  Denmark,  it  was  a  mark  of  his  very  failing  health 
that  he  allowed  his  wife  to  persuade  him  not  to  take  notes. 

He  had  a  touching  belief  to  the  very  end  in  ‘resolutionary 
Christianity’,  and  a  great  commitment  to  documentation. 
Thus,  although  his  chief  contribution  to  the  ecumenical 
movement  was  certainly  on  its  Life  and  Work  side,  he  gave 
invaluable  service  to  the  actual  quest  for  reunion  by  gather¬ 
ing  together  and  editing  with  impeccable  attention  to  detail 
four  series  of  Documents  on  Christian  Unity.  The  first  series 
appeared  in  1924,  the  fourth  in  1958,  the  year  of  his  death. 
They  gathered  together  material  much  of  which  would 
otherwise  only  have  been  found  in  obscure  and  sometimes 
ephemeral  publications.  In  the  introduction  to  the  last 
volume  a  characteristic  note  of  optimism  appeared.  ‘There 
is  beyond  doubt  need  for  a  much  greater  sense  of  urgency 
on  all  sides;  and  there  have  been  various  disappointments 
and  checks.  But  students  of  the  whole  period  1920-58 
cannot  fail  to  receive  an  impression  of  a  real  movement 
forward.  The  goal  is  the  restoration  of  unity  to  the  whole 
Church  of  Christ.’8 

For  that  unity,  as  well  as  for  co-operation  in  witness, 
service  and  international  friendship,  Bell  laboured  hard. 
He  was  never  content  to  be  an  ecumenist  at  the  world  level. 
Much  of  what  was  done  at  that  level  was  judged  its  by 
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relevance  to  Sussex.  It  was  highly  characteristic  that  on  the 
Sunday  of  the  Chichester  meeting  of  the  central  committee 
in  1949  the  members  found  themselves  despatched  to  the 
pulpits  of  local  churches  to  explain  what  it  was  all  about. 
He  was  a  pioneer,  too,  in  the  creation  of  a  county  council  of 
churches.  The  Sussex  Council  of  Churches  has  now  had  twenty 
years  of  valuable  life.  It  took  its  origin  at  a  meeting  called 
by  Bell  in  1951  to  which  he  invited  members  of  the  diocesan 
missionary  council  together  with  some  thirty  representa¬ 
tives  of  the  Free  Churches.  After  the  Evanston  assembly 
there  was  a  ‘Sussex  Evanston’  in  the  form  of  a  short  resi¬ 
dential  conference.  In  his  letter  of  invitation  Bell  wrote: 

It  is  of  the  greatest  importance  to  secure  that  the  ecumenical  move¬ 
ment  has  its  proper  expression  not  only  on  the  national  but  also  on 
the  local  level. . . .  The  object  of  this  Conference  is  both  to  help  the 
members  of  the  Conference  to  be  better  informed  about  the  Evanston 
message,  and  most  particularly  to  consider  how  Evanston  and  the 
ecumenical  movement  can  be  related  to  local  conditions,  and  developed 
in  a  form  agreeable  to  the  Church  of  England  and  the  Free  Churches 
in  our  diocese.9 


It  was  from  this  conference  that,  again  at  Bell’s  urging, 
the  body  arose  which  has  been  known  since  1959  as  the 
Sussex  Council  of  Churches,  which  has  enabled  the  co¬ 
ordination  of  much  local  work,  the  exchange  of  ideas  and  a 
considerable  ecumenical  interest  to  be  stimulated.  Local 
councils  of  churches  were  brought  into  being  where  none 
existed,  and  they  and  older  councils  were  brought  into 
conference  for  the  advancement  of  their  work.  The  Rev. 
B.  R.  H.  Spaull,  Free  Church  vice-chairman  of  the  Sussex 
Council  under  Bell’s  chairmanship,  particularly  stresses  the 
contribution  brought  about  to  Crawley  New  Town  by  the 
ecumenical  appointment  through  the  Sussex  Council  of  an 
industrial  chaplain,  for  whose  salary  Bell  was  chiefly 
responsible  through  his  diocesan  board  of  finance. 

Had  all  world  and  national  ecumenical  leaders  been  as 


determined  not  to  leave  their  ecumenical  commitment 
behind  as  they  left  their  inter-church  conferences  and 
became  absorbed  in  the  demands  of  their  day-to-day  work, 
the  whole  story  of  Christian  unity  would  have  been  markedly 
different. 

Bell’s  was  by  no  means  a  sentimental  ecumenism.  There 
was  a  tough  element  in  his  churchmanship  as  well  as  in  his 
international  witness.  One  young  clergyman  in  the  diocese 
who  had  to  go  to  him  to  confess  an  action  that  had  broken 
all  the  rules,  says  ’He  had  a  healthy  respect  for  rules.’ 
Bell  was  silent  for  a  moment  or  two,  and  then  he  said  in 
tones  of  mixed  incredulity  and  bewilderment,  ‘Why?’  He 
was  Davidson’s  man  to  the  end. 

Some  Free  Churchmen  were  surprised  by  what  they  felt 
was  an  illiberal  interpretation  by  this  deeply  committed 
ecumenist  of  the  rules  regarding  the  interchange  of  pulpits 
in  his  diocese.  Yet  again,  Dr  Ernest  Payne,  the  Baptist 
leader,  who  was  to  become  so  close  a  colleague  in  the  World 
Council’s  work,  did  not  expect  as  firm  a  line  to  be  taken 
by  Bell  in  dealing  with  a  few  Anglican  clergy  in  his  diocese 
who,  under  strong  conservative  evangelical  influence,  had 
sought  believers’  baptism  and  then  sought  to  return  to  their 
Anglican  allegiance.  They  must  be  disciplined,’  was  Bell’s 
response. 

Part  of  the  reason  for  this  was  Bell’s  own  catholic  form  of 
Anglican  churchmanship;  but  part  was  related  to  his  desire 
to  introduce  a  greater  order  in  the  Church  of  England. 
His  own  struggle  in  his  diocese  was  with  Anglo-Catholic 
lawlessness.  He  would  have  opened  himself  to  attack  if  he 
had  seemed  willing  to  play  ducks  and  drakes  with  the  rules 
at  the  other  extreme  or  in  the  interests  of  his  own  ecumenical 
commitment. 

Bell  did  not  desire  a  vague  inter-denominationalism,  or  a 
spiritual  unity  which  did  not  seek  structural  expression.  He 
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yearned  for  a  unity  which  would  make  divided  churches 
one  in  their  common  life.  This  led  him  in  the  closing  years 
of  his  life  to  give  much  of  his  energy  to  his  chairmanship 
of  the  Anglican-Methodist  conversations.  His  fellow  chair- 
m  was  the  Methodist  theologian,  Dr  Harold  Roberts. 
'  Roberts  writes  : 

le  brought  to  the  commission  a  burning  passion  for  Christian  unity 
rnd  a  deep  conviction  that  nothing  need  ultimately  stand  in  the  way 
}f  closer  relations  between  the  churches.  He  himself  could  best  be 
lescribed  as  a  high  churchman,  but  he  so  interpreted  his  own 
;hurchmanship  as  to  awaken  a  desire  among  those  nurtured  in 
rther  traditions  to  share  his  inheritance. ...  It  is  true  to  say  that  even 
hose  who  could  not  subscribe  to  his  views  on  the  nature  of  the 
ninistry  and  sacraments  felt  that  they  did  not  wish  to  belong  to  a 
shurch  from  which  he  was  excluded.10 

It  was  at  a  meeting  of  the  commission  in  April  1958  that 
ho  was  found  lying  unconscious  on  the  floor  of  his  room. 
He  seemed  to  make  a  good  recovery,  but  it  was  the  begin¬ 
ning  of  the  end.  He  was  in  fact  worn  out.  He  managed  to 
attend  the  Lambeth  Conference  in  the  summer,  but  he  was 
mortally  tired.  He  went  on  to  the  central  committee  of  the 
'W  orld  Council  at  Nyborg,  Denmark.  By  then  even  in 
appearance  he  was  not  himself.  When  invited  to  give  to  the 
preliminary  executive  committee  a  short  account  of  the 
visit  that  he  had  paid  to  Pope  John  in  March,  he  spoke  for 
ai  1  hour.  Even  then  there  were  not  lacking  gleams  of  the 
o  d  Bell.  The  Pope  had  said  how  good  it  was  to  meet  him 
again.  ‘But  we  had  never  met  before,’  said  Bell.  ‘But  I 
could  hardly  tell  him  that,’  he  added  with  his  shy  smile. 

On  the  Sunday  during  that  meeting  he  preached  what 
v  as  to  be  his  last  sermon.  It  was  in  Odense,  and  only  with 
difficulty  was  he  virtually  pushed  up  into  the  very  high 
Lutheran  pulpit.  There  came  a  long  pause,  distressing  to 
all  who  knew  his  condition.  Then  in  an  unnaturally  loud 
vpice,  he  began  to  preach  very  slowly.  It  seemed  almost 
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consciously  his  spiritual  last  will  and  testament.  He  gave 
out  his  text,  Luke  17.10,  ‘So  likewise  ye,  when  ye  shall  have 
done  all  those  things  which  are  commanded  you,  say,  We 
are  unprofitable  servants:  we  have  done  that  which  was 
our  duty  to  do.’  His  first  words  were,  ‘There  is  a  stone  in 
the  floor  of  Uppsala  Cathedral  on  which  these  words  are 
inscribed.  It  is  the  gravestone  of  Archbishop  Nathan 
Sbderblom.’  The  service  was  to  mark  the  tenth  anniversary 
of  the  full  formation  of  the  World  Council.  Bell  surveyed 
what  had  led  up  to  that  step  and  the  needs  which  the  future 
imposed.  He  made  one  final  appeal.  It  was  ‘for  more  saintly 
lives’.  He  buttressed  it  with  a  quotation  from  his  ecume¬ 
nical  master,  Soderblom. 

When  God’s  rule  has  penetrated  man’s  heart  and  life  so  that  the 
divine  love  and  righteousness  becomes  the  main  factor  we  speak 
of  a  saint.  A  saint  is  one  who  reveals  God’s  might.  Saints  are  such 
as  show  clearly  and  plainly  in  their  lives  and  deeds  and  in  their  very 
being  that  God  lives.11 

It  was  truly  his  last  will  and  testament.  It  was  also,  in 
total  humble  unawareness,  the  description  of  the  whole 
purpose  of  his  own  life.  That  life  closed  on  3  October  1958. 
At  a  memorial  service  which  thronged  St  Martin-in-the- 
Fields  some  days  later  (in  which  Martin  Niemoller  shared) 
Dr  Visser ’t  Hooft  preached  from  the  text  Bell  had  chosen 
at  Odense,  and  said  as  he  closed: 

‘When  you  shall  have  done  all  these  things,  say  we  are  unprofitable 
servants.’  He  has  done  all  these  things,  simply,  without  making  a 
noise  about  it,  because  he  was  in  the  service  of  a  Master.  He  had  not 
invented  any  of  it.  It  was  the  Master  who  had  lived  and  died  for 
all  men.  The  Master  Himself  had  been  the  servant  of  the  Lord  and 
George  Bell  only  followed  him.  But  in  doing  so  he  has  not  only 
‘to  the  end  persisting,  safe  arrived’,  but  also  helped  us  all  to  under¬ 
stand  better  what  the  service  of  the  Lord  Christ  really  means.1* 
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Ill 


7  ‘An  Authentic  Apostle’ 


When  the  war  ended  Bell  stepped  naturally  and  as  of  right 
into  the  world  ecumenical  leadership  vacated  by  the  death 
of  William  Temple.  He  had  not  stepped  into  the  leadership 
of  the  Church  of  England  and  the  whole  Anglican  commu¬ 
nion  which  is  given  to  the  occupant  of  the  see  of  Canter¬ 
bury. 

When  Temple  died  in  1944  the  Christian  world  reeled 
from  the  suddenness  and  shock  of  it.  The  same  news  caused 
a  Tory  member  of  Parliament  to  make  this  entry  in  his 
diary: 

The  Archbishop  was  ...  a  fat  fool  of  63  with  a  fuddled,  muddled 
brain. ...  He  was  a  Socialist,  and  Winston  was  much  criticized  for 
appointing  him:  now  after  2\  years  he  can  put  that  right.1 

True,  this  was  the  reaction  of  the  egregious  ‘Chips’ 
Channon,  but  it  indicates  in  brutal  and  almost  mindlessly 
venomous  form  the  reaction  of  some  of  those  who  felt 
threatened  by  Temple’s  advocacy  of  more  equitable  social 
policies.  The  existence  of  a  swathe  of  opinion  of  that  type 
amongst  those  who  exerted  much  influence  cannot  be  ig¬ 
nored  when  the  question  is  examined,  ‘Was  Bell  of  Chiches¬ 
ter  deliberately  passed  over  when  Temple  died?’  Involved 
in  this  is  the  very  serious  issue  whether  the  present  form  of 
Crown  appointment  to  leadership  in  the  national  church 
excludes  the  true  prophet. 

Some,  like  Professor  Donald  Mackinnon,  make  no  bones 
about  the  tragedy  they  see  to  be  involved  in  the  failure  to 
appoint  Bell. 
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The  historians  of  the  Church  of  England  may  yet  recognize  that  the 
vorst  misfortune  to  befall  its  leadership  in  the  end  of  the  war  was 
'  ess  the  premature  death  of  William  Temple  than  his  succession  by 
:  Fisher  of  London,  and  not  by  Bell  of  Chichester.8 

This  is,  of  course,  a  value-judgment  -  that  Bell  would  have 
made  a  better  archbishop  than  Fisher.  With  that  we  have 
nc  immediate  concern,  save  in  so  far  as  such  a  judgment 
sheds  light  upon  our  subject.  Our  concern  with  this  question 
is  whether  Bell  was  of  such  outstanding  ability,  achieve¬ 
ment  and  character  that  he  could  only  have  been  passed 
o\er  because  influential  persons  were  determined  that  a 
mun  who  bore  his  kind  of  witness  should  be  excluded  from 
the  place  of  chief  ecclesiastical  leadership. 

The  case  must  be  judged  ‘not  proven’.  There  is  now  fairly 
strong  evidence  that  Bell  was  considered,  or  rather  his 
name  was  laid  before  Churchill  by  Halifax,  who  had  been 
firmly  tackled  on  the  subject  by  his  friend  Father  E.  K. 
Tdbot.8  It  is  certain  that  there  were  those  in  the  Church 
of  England  who  felt  that  his  claim  was  unmatched  by  that 
of  any  other.  His  deep  knowledge  of  the  work  of  Lambeth, 
gained  by  his  apprenticeship  to  Davidson  and  by  his  work 
upon  Davidson’s  biography,  together  with  the  leadership 
he  had  shown  among  the  churches  of  Europe  and  his  effec¬ 
tiveness  and  seniority  as  a  diocesan  bishop  seemed  to  such 
judges  to  raise  him  above  the  level  of  his  fellow  bishops. 
N )  man  could  be  fully  Temple’s  heir,  but  Bell  looked  more 
likely  to  continue  his  work  than  anybody  else.  Even  the 
controversies  in  which  he  had  become  involved  showed  his 
capacity  for  an  informed  Christian  leadership  which  con- 
ce  itrated  on  the  matters  that  should  really  be  concerning 
mon  of  faith. 

But  if  there  was  disappointment  amongst  some  who  made 
th  s  judgment,  and  even  anger  that  the  Crown’s  advisers 
could  seem  vindictive  in  excluding  one  so  evidently  equipped 
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because  of  the  testimony  he  had  borne  for  righteousness, 
there  was  not  the  beginning  of  a  public  outcry.  We  can 
imagine  what  would  have  happened  if  Churchill  had  not 
appointed  Temple  in  1942.  Temple’s  biographer  has  re¬ 
vealed  that  Temple  himself  doubted  whether  at  that  moment 
in  the  war  the  ‘powers’  would  select  him  for  Canterbury, 
yet  he  adds: 

But  it  was  impossible  to  pass  him  over.  It  is  safe  to  say  that,  under 
any  system  of  election  or  appointment,  by  Church  or  State  or  both, 
the  choice  would  have  fallen  on  Temple.4 

In  this  sense  it  was  possible  to  pass  Bell  over  in  1944, 
because  not  even  his  most  fervent  admirer  would  have 
classed  his  gifts  with  those  of  Temple.  There  was  further¬ 
more  a  greater  temptation  to  pass  him  over  for  those  who 
had  quarrelled  with  Temple’s  Christian  concern  with  the 
whole  range  of  social,  economic  and  political  life.  The  very 
fact  that  there  had  been  a  Temple  made  it  more  difficult 
for  the  ‘establishment’  to  nominate  a  Bell. 

But  the  question  must  arise  whether  he  had  not  in  fact 
been  passed  over  some  years  before.  There  is  clear  evidence 
that  Temple  expected  Fisher  of  London  to  succeed  him  at 
Canterbury  (as  he  had  long  before  succeeded  him  at  Rep- 
ton).  He  had  remarked  to  his  wife  that  he  must  give  up 
‘in  time  to  let  Geoffrey  have  his  whack’.6  Obviously  then 
he  was  contemplating  retirement,  not  his  death  before 
the  year  was  out.  But  Bell  was  only  four  years  Fisher’s 
senior,  and  it  is  striking  (and  too  little  noted  in  the  various 
discussions  of  the  succession  to  the  primacy  in  1944) 
that  Temple  saw  Fisher  as  the  next  Archbishop  of  Canter¬ 
bury. 

Adrian  Carey,  chaplain  to  Bell  in  some  of  the  later  years 
of  his  time  at  Chichester,  writes:  ‘My  own  view  is  that  if 
George  Bell  had  been  destined  for  Lambeth,  he  must 
have  been  translated  to  London  when  Winnington  Ingram 
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jjired.  From  that  moment  (long  before  the  war  speeches) 
offrey  Fisher  was  the  heir  apparent.’6  Garbett’s  bio- 
■  ipher,  Canon  Charles  Smyth,  also  reveals  that,  away  in 
Jia  in  1938,  on  seeing  the  news  that  A.  T.  P.  Williams 
is  going  to  be  Bishop  of  Durham,  both  Garbett  and  his 
plain  interpreted  it  as  definitely  meaning  that  Fisher 
cjuld  move  to  London  (known  to  be  coming  vacant  after 
long  reign  of  Winnington  Ingram).7  Although  unknown 
the  public  at  large,  Fisher  as  Bishop  of  Chester  had 
ormously  impressed  those  who  had  seen  him  at  work, 
i  he  proved  to  have  the  precise  combination  of  qualities 
ich  enabled  the  disorder  of  the  London  diocese  to  be 
lelared  up  without  public  dissension, 
jh  fact,  so  far  as  the  biographies  reveal,  the  name  of  Bell 
curiously  absent  from  discussion  when  the  pre-eminent 
s  came  to  be  filled.  There  is  no  evidence  that  Temple 
xuggled  to  have  his  ecumenical  partner  as  his  fellow- 
c  hbishop  at  York,  or  at  least  translated  to  Winchester 
:n  Garbett  was  preferred  to  Bishopthorpe.  Bishop 
can  write  that  the  choice  of  his  friend  Mervyn  Haigh 
Winchester  at  that  time  ‘meant  that  George  Bell  was 
;<  in  being  passed  over’.  He  adds  that  this  ‘in  itself  was 
1  hing  short  of  scandalous,  even  though  no  advancement 
the  hierarchy  could  have  added  a  cubit  to  Bell’s  moral 


arry 


B; 

foil 
a© 
no 
in 

stature’.8  But  if  it  was  scandalous,  it  was  a  far  from  open 
scandal,  and  it  certainly  preceded  the  war-time  speeches  on 
oh  iteration  bombing.  In  fact  the  government  which  had 
failed  to  nominate  him  to  York  or  Winchester  chose  him 
sone  weeks  later  to  represent  his  country  to  the  churches 
of  leutral  Sweden. 

It  is  in  fact  chiefly  in  retrospect,  save  to  the  most  dis- 
cer  ling,  that  the  passing  over  of  Bell  seems  strange.  At 
the  time,  in  1944  when  Temple  died,  and  even  in  1939  when 
Lo  idon  fell  vacant  or  in  1942  when  Lang’s  retirement 
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brought  about  a  general  post.  Bell’s  pre-eminent  claims 
to  occupy  an  unmistakable  place  in  the  central  leadership 
of  the  Church  of  England  were  not  so  immediately  obvious. 

To  recognize  this  is  to  focus  attention  on  what  is  our 
particular  concern.  What  was  the  actual  character  of  this 
man  who  looms  larger  as  the  years  go  by,  but  who  could 
fairly  easily  be  passed  over  for  the  highest  offices  of  his 
church?  That  he  was  an  outstanding  leader,  or  perhaps 
more  precisely  a  farseeing  prophet  of  God,  the  preceding 
pages  should  have  made  plain.  But  was  George  Kennedy 
Allen  Bell  a  great  man? 

Certain  attributes  which  enhance  a  man  in  the  public  mind, 
and  make  it  difficult  to  ignore  or  pass  over  him,  were  in  fact 
conspicuously  missing.  He  was  a  speaker  of  almost  over¬ 
powering  dullness.  I  spoke  with  him  at  public  meetings  in 
Brighton  both  before  and  after  the  Evanston  assembly. 
Here  he  was  in  the  principal  town  of  his  diocese,  speaking 
on  both  occasions  in  a  crowded  hall  with  people  of  all 
churches  obviously  going  out  in  spirit  towards  him  in  evi¬ 
dent  affection.  He  had  as  his  theme  that  manifestation 
of  the  world  church  which  most  passionately  kindled  his 
spirit;  and  he  failed  to  give  a  moment’s  vividness  to  the 
significance  of  the  occasion,  whether  speaking  of  Evanston 
in  prospect  or  retrospect. 

Partly  it  was  the  plain  absence  of  the  gift  of  eloquence; 
but  partly,  too,  it  was  the  defect  of  a  quality.  All  the 
multitudinous  concerns  of  his  life  never  effaced  the  dis¬ 
ciplined  habits  of  the  Lambeth  years.  Still  he  mastered  his 
brief,  and  mastered  it  in  depth.  Whatever  he  was  to  speak 
about  -  and  the  range  covered  in  his  speeches  is  remarkable 
-  he  had  to  grasp  fully,  so  that  his  facts  were  beyond 
rViallpngs  if  the  issue  was  political  his  chaplain  would 
have  to  help  him  ransack  Hansard  late  at  night;  if  it  was 
theological  he  would  seek  advice  and  then  read  the  best 
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big  book  on  the  subject.  (Dr  Harold  Roberts  recalls  his 
eiquiry  regarding  the  Methodist  doctrine  of  Christian 
pe  rfection,  and  his  securing  of  the  weighty  work  on  the 
theme  by  a  German  writer  that  was  recommended  to  him  - 
ai  d  reading  it  before  they  next  met.)  It  is  rare  that  such 
hi  bits  of  industry  can  be  formed  and  maintained  without 
some  crushing  of  the  power  to  stimulate  and  refresh  by 
speech  and  writing.  Even  allowing  for  the  speed  at  which 
Tie  Kingship  of  Christ  (published  as  a  Penguin  Special) 
hs  d  to  be  written,  it  is  sad  to  reflect  that  the  author  of  that 
dill  book  once  had  the  felicitous  pen  that  wrote  Randall 
Davidson.  A  dust  of  dullness  settled  on  many  of  Bell’s 
speeches  because  he  worked  too  hard. 

The  same  habit  of  industry  led  to  the  overloading  of  his 
speeches  with  fact  and  quotation.  As  Archbishop  Lord 
Fisher  gaily  remarks  of  an  occasion  when  they  both  spoke 
or  the  Federation  of  Rhodesia  and  Nyasaland  in  the  Lords, 
‘T  lere  is  another  point  in  the  contrast  between  our  speeches. 
H(!  always  showed  how  deeply  he  had  studied  the  question: 
his  i  speech  was  carefully  documented  and  in  consequence 
los  t  in  effectiveness.’9 

\gain  and  again  in  reminiscences  there  come  references 
to  the  dulling  effect  of  this  habit  on  his  speeches.  Bishop 
Leslie  Hunter  remembers  that  they  had  a  great  respect  for 
him  in  the  House  of  Lords,  for  they  admired  both  his  cour- 
ag  s  and  his  integrity.  ‘He  would,  however,  have  been  much 
more  persuasive  if  his  speeches  had  not  been  too  overloaded 
wii  h  facts.  He  was  not  a  good  speaker.’10  Bell  had  the  fatal 
inability  to  make  righteousness  interesting.  Assemblies 
su<  h  as  the  House  of  Lords  might  not  complain  that  bishops 
preached  in  their  speeches,  but  when  with  Bell  the  deter- 
mi  iation  of  a  lecturer  to  instruct  was  added  to  the  boring 
exhortation  of  the  preacher  it  must  have  been  hard  to  bear. 

.Ie  had  no  power  to  kindle  an  audience,  and  his  intense 
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shyness,  which  (as  has  been  noted)  made  him  wonder 
whether  he  could  face  the  inevitable  public  social  occasions 
involved  in  being  chaplain  at  Lambeth,  never  left  him.  He 
was  a  man  of  long  silences,  and  of  no  gregariousness.  It 
would  have  been  grotesque  to  imagine  him  sitting  with  some 
cronies  swopping  stories.  Some  have  even  doubted  whether 
he  had  a  sense  of  humour,  but  Adrian  Carey,  who  as  chap¬ 
lain  shared  his  life  and  his  home,  says  that  he  could  be  full 
of  reminiscences  which  showed  his  gaiety  and  impish  wit. 
A  certain  slow  and  almost  sly  humour  went  with  his  shy¬ 
ness.  When  conversation  had  flowed  very  freely  at  the  break¬ 
fast  table  when  Mrs  Bell’s  brother  and  sister-in-law.  Sir 
Richard  and  Lady  Livingstone,  were  visiting  Chichester, 
the  bishop  was  subject  to  wifely  rebuke:  ‘George,  you 
haven’t  said  a  word  the  whole  of  breakfast.’  ‘No,  dear’, 
came  the  gentle  reply,  ‘there’s  been  no  need.’  And  when 
Hetty  Bell  appealed  for  George’s  support  for  her  version  of 
a  story  about  William  Temple  when  she  had  heard  some¬ 
one  else  tell  the  story  rather  differently,  all  she  received 
was,  ‘Yes,  dear.  And  I’ve  heard  you  tell  it  rather  differently.’ 

There  was  nothing  chilly  about  Bell’s  shyness.  No  one 
would  have  been  tempted  to  dub  him,  as  his  successor  as 
Davidson’s  chaplain,  Haigh,  was  dubbed,  ‘the  holy  icicle’. 
The  dogged  habit  of  work,  and  a  natural  quietness,  did  not 
mean  any  absence  of  warmth.  He  was  in  the  full  sense  of 
the  word  a  loving  man,  never  tempted  to  care  about  causes 
and  be  careless  of  individuals.  He  had  great  natural  dignity, 
and  cared  about  the  dignity  of  his  office  not  in  any  prelati- 
cal  way  but  as  one  whose  habits  and  approach  had  been 
formed  in  a  day  with  more  assured  sense  of  hierarchy  and 
position.  He  was  a  very  disciplined  man  himself,  and  found 
it  hard  to  understand  that  others  should  be  indisdplined. 

The  question  is  bound  to  arise  whether  discipline,  indus¬ 
try,  application  and  unceasing  hard  work  are  the  ingredients 
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tint  produce  a  prophet.  Is  not  a  prophet  the  man  who  is 
caught  up  by  an  almost  disordered  inspiration,  the  man 
whose  life  may  lie  fallow  and  unoccupied  until  suddenly 
tbs  divine  afflatus  fills  the  emptiness  of  his  days?  Further, 
is  not  the  prophet  the  man  of  unmistakable  charismatic 
pe  rsonality,  so  that  in  some  almost  unanalysable  way  people 
aro  swayed  by  him? 

3y  such  tests  Bell  fails;  but  are  they  legitimate  tests  and, 
ab  ive  all,  are  they  the  relevant  tests  for  today  ?  He  was  not  a 
ch  irismatic  personality  as,  in  very  contrasted  ways,  Pope 
Jo  in  and  Martin  Luther  King  were.  This  gravely  limited 
his  public  impact,  and  to  the  degree  that  that  was  limited 
it  jecame  easier  to  avoid  the  challenge  that  would  have 
come  from  giving  him  one  of  the  primacies  or,  say,  the 
bishopric  of  London.  But  if  he  was  not  charismatic  in  pub¬ 
lic  iMuence  and  acclaim  there  can  be  no  doubt  that  he  had 
a  remarkable  personal  charisma.  This  appears  unmistak¬ 
ably  in  his  relationship  with  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer. 

The  Bonhoeffer  now  revealed  in  the  large  biographies 
anc  in  the  volumes  of  his  papers  is  a  man  always  tempted 
tow  ards  intellectual  pride  and  arrogance.  To  realize  this  is 
to  appreciate  more  fully  the  beauty  of  character  that  ap- 
pea  rs  almost  throughout  the  Letters  and  Papers  from  Prison, 
the  first  medium  through  which  most  people  came  to  know 
him.  He  had  a  particular  detestation  for  the  Anglo-Saxon 
pek  gianism  in  religion  that  he  encountered  during  his 
visils  to  the  USA,  and  for  the  easy  theological  liberalism 
that  still  held  sway  in  England  during  the  1930s.  Bonhoeffer 
was  the  dialectical  and  biblical  theologian  through  and 
through,  and  had  a  characteristically  Teutonic  contempt 
for  vhat  was  not  intellectually  rigorous  and  profound.  It 
was  only  to  Barth  among  theologians  that  he  granted 
real  authority  over  him,  as  Bethge  noted;  and  Barth  was  a 
gian:. 
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But,  as  Bethge  also  noted,  he  gave  real  authority  over 
himself  to  Bell  of  Chichester.  Barth  and  Bell  alone  com¬ 
manded  this  allegiance.  Bell  was  certainly  no  giant  in  theo¬ 
logy:  what,  then,  was  it  about  this  gentle,  very  English 
bishop  that  held  in  thrall  the  young  German  theologian 
and  martyr  who  has  become  perhaps  the  greatest  Christian 
hero  of  the  post-war  world?  If  we  could  fully  penetrate 
that  secret  we  should  know  what  the  charisma  was  which 
gave  to  Bell  a  real,  if  unusual,  measure  of  greatness. 

Part  of  it,  certainly,  was  the  plain  power  of  a  man  whose 
life  was  hid  with  Christ  in  God.  Bonhoeffer  came  from  a 
family  that  was  virtually  agnostic,  and  somewhat  startled 
them  by  his  resolve  to  be  a  theologian  and  minister.  It  was 
in  large  measure  an  intellectual  commitment.  Starting  from 
that  point,  the  devotional  life  of  Catholic  Anglicanism  came 
to  fascinate  him,  and  the  result  of  visits  to  Kelham  and  Mir- 
field  was  the  introduction  of  the  practice  of  meditation  into 
the  secret  Confessing  Church  seminary  at  Finkelwalde 
(not  without  some  opposition  from  his  bewildered  students). 
It  is  clear  that  Bonhoeffer  saw  in  Bell  a  power  of  the  spirit 
that  was  nurtured  by  his  use  of  the  means  of  grace.  It  was 
this  as  much  as  anything  that  caused  him  to  yield  a  spiritual 
authority  to  his  Anglican  father-in-God  comparable  with 
the  intellectual  authority  that  he  gave  to  Karl  Barth. 

This  power  of  the  spirit  did  not  stand  alone  in  that  re¬ 
lationship,  although  it  must  have  illuminated  for  the  brilliant 
young  theologian  how  pride  and  arrogance  might  be  sub¬ 
jected  to  Christ.  Another  element  was  the  intensity  of  Bell’s 
sympathy.  The  word  compassion  can  be  lightly  used  in 
these  days  when  Christian  service  is  exalted  to  be  the  heart 
of  discipleship.  For  Bell  it  had  its  original  meaning  of  a 
‘suffering  with’.  He  was  not  just  interested  in  the  German 
church  struggle:  he  agonized  with  those  who  were  caught 
up  in  it.  He  was  not  just  desirous  of  helping  the  non-Aryan 
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ref  ugee  or  the  interned  Germans  in  1940 :  he  felt  their  misery 
an  I  brought  to  his  efforts  to  relieve  them  a  passionate 
commitment.  Twenty-six  years  after  his  visit  to  the  intern¬ 
ment  camp  in  the  Isle  of  Man  a  woman  wrote  of  him: 

I  fe  listened  with  patience  and  understanding.  Thus  he  became  for  us 
(on  our  island)  a  bridge  (physically  and  spiritually)  to  the  world  at 
k  rge,  in  reality  and  humanity.11 

She  added  that  his  visit  was  an  unforgettable  experience. 

\yhen  more  than  a  quarter  of  a  century  later  someone  is 
mo  red  to  write  about  him,  just  because  his  voice  was  heard 
again  in  a  radio  programme,  the  words  ‘unforgettable 
exp  ;rience’  are  delivered  from  platitude.  This  hesitant 
man,  with  no  vestige  of  easy  camaraderie,  by  just  sitting 
and  listening  to  people  in  desperation  brought  them  im- 
mer  se  succour.  It  was  something  of  the  same  power  that 
drew  Bonhoeffer  to  him  as  he  faced  the  soiling  of  his  father- 
lane  and  the  near  destruction  of  the  church  by  the  Hitler 
regime. 

T  lere  is  an  instructive  contrast  between  the  power  of  this 
liste  ling  man,  sitting  quietly,  with  his  prominent  and  bright 
blue  eyes  steadily  fixed  on  the  person  pouring  out  his  need, 
and  the  seeming  inefficacy  of  the  same  man  trying  to  bring 
horn;  to  some  assembly  by  a  speech  the  moral  challenge 
of  tie  hour.  Suffering  men  speak  of  Bell’s  compassion  and 
sympathy:  challenged  men  speak  of  his  obstinacy  and  ill- 
timed  pertinacity. 

It  seems  clear  that  he  was  not  always  tactically  skilful. 
He  c  id  not  have  the  power  to  insinuate  his  ideas  into  the 
minds  of  his  hearers;  he  certainly  had  no  skill  in  stepping 
back'  yards  in  order  to  leap  forward  the  better.  He  seemed 
to  be  >in  from  a  fixed  and  obdurate  position,  and  some  in 
the  I  ords  complained  that  he  had  the  power  of  inflaming 
the  issues  that  he  touched.  The  very  degree  to  which  he 
had  t  one  his  ‘home-work’  could  be  off-putting.  (I  recall 
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an  occasion  when  he  had  introduced  a  resolution  on  mega¬ 
ton  weapons  at  a  meeting  of  the  British  Council  of  Churches. 
The  Archbishop  of  Canterbury  said  he  did  not  know  what 
the  word  meant,  whereupon  his  brother  of  Chichester 
expounded  the  word  with  a  saintly  forbearance  towards 
almost  invincible  ignorance  that  must  have  been  needlessly 
trying  to  the  former  Headmaster  of  Repton.) 

There  was  nevertheless  more  than  tactical  failure  under¬ 
lying  the  constant  accusation  of  an  unwise  pertinacity.  The 
combination  of  such  remarkable  and  wide-ranging  industry 
with  deep  devotional  habit  was  bound  to  produce  an  almost 
dangerous  measure  of  conviction  in  his  mind.  Archbishop 
Lord  Fisher  comments  on  his  vast  knowledge  of  what  had 
happened  in  the  past  in  the  Church  of  England  and  his  re¬ 
source  in  accumulating  documentary  evidence;  and  adds: 

So  equipped,  he  generally  had  in  his  mind  the  solution  to  any 
question  before  it  was  debated,  and  the  solution  thought  out  in  great 
detail.  This  he  would  work  for,  and  if  he  was  unsuccessful,  he  would 
often  ‘go  underground’  and  still  keep  it  among  his  active  purposes, 
and,  as  soon  as  he  saw  an  opportunity  a  year,  or  two,  or  three  years 
later,  up  it  would  come  again.  This  was  a  characteristic  of  his  that 
we  all  knew.  One  could  never  be  sure  that  George  Bell  had  dropped 
an  idea  for  which  he  had  failed  to  win  general  approval.18 

The  defect  of  his  spiritual  and  industrious  qualities  was  a 
real  one,  and  combined  with  his  lack  of  eloquence  and  his 
shyness  probably  enabled  him  to  be  disregarded  by  those 
responsible  for  the  higher  appointments  in  the  Church  of 
Pngland.  We  may  feel  with  Bishop  Barry  that  no  advance¬ 
ment  in  the  hierarchy  would  have  added  a  cubit  to  his  moral 
stature,  but  it  seems  clear  that  Bell  felt  that  his  being  left  in 
Chichester  was  a  deliberate  decision  not  to  advance  one 
who  had  irritated  what  Temple  called  the  ‘powers’.  David 
Edwards  comments;  ‘His  lack  of  luck  in  the  gamble  of 
promotion  would  scarcely  be  worth  mentioning  (for  being 
the  senior  clergyman  in  Sussex  cannot  be  martyrdom)  had 
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not  this  teacher  of  Dietrich  Bonhoeffer  been  also  the  dis- 
cipb  of  Randall  Davidson,  thoroughly  aware  of  England’s 
established  conventions  -  and  rewards.’13 

Even  when  he  was  seventy  he  proved  willing  to  allow  his 
name  to  be  pressed  by  Archbishops  Garbett  and  Fisher  for 
nomination  to  York  on  the  former’s  retirement.  Arch¬ 
deacon  Mason  says  that  ‘he  privately  hoped  that  this  ap¬ 
pointment  might  be  regarded  as  something  of  a  vindication 
of  his  speeches  during  the  war’.  He  heard  no  more  about  it, 
and  then  learned  of  Dr  Michael  Ramsey’s  translation  to 
Yor  c  on  the  radio.14 

It  would  probably  have  been  unwise  to  nominate  a  man 
of  seventy  to  succeed  an  octogenarian  whose  powers  had 
suffered  a  sad  and  sudden  failure  in  the  closing  period,  but 
the  two  Archbishops’  desire  to  bring  his  name  forward 
even  at  the  age  of  seventy  is  a  measure  of  their  recognition 
of  h  s  stature.  Nor  can  age  have  been  the  only  barrier  to 
nomination,  for  even  when  Bell  announced  his  retirement 
from  his  see  and  his  old  friend  of  the  university  settlement 
days  F.  J.  Marquis,  now  Lord  Woolton,  on  behalf  of  a 
company  of  friends,  privately  urged  the  government  to 
confer  some  notable  honour  such  as  the  Companionship 
of  Honour  upon  him,  the  only  answer  was  silence.13 
If  Be  1  had  been  too  pertinacious  and  obdurate  in  his  plead¬ 
ing  for  humanity  in  war,  there  were  some  in  the  governing 
61ite  of  this  country  who  remained  too  vindictive  and  mean 
to  honour  a  greatness  of  heart  and  spirit  that  had  been 
acclamed  throughout  the  Christian  world. 

For,  when  every  qualification  has  been  made  concerning 
the  defects  of  his  qualities  and  the  occasional  tactical  un- 
wisdem  of  his  tenacity,  it  remains  true  that  his  gravest 
offence  was  that  he  made  men  uncomfortable  by  his  un- 
yieldi  ig  proclamation  of  righteousness.  Much  is  self- 
gratif  singly  made  of  the  English  talent  for  tolerantly  honour- 
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ing  the  man  who  has  made  an  unpopular  stand;  but  there 
is  another  and  darker  tradition.  It  is  that  of  an  implacable 
refusal  to  forgive  the  man  who  has  betrayed  the  ‘establish¬ 
ment’  from  within.  That  was  Bell’s  offence,  and  it  was  to 
the  end  unpardonable.  He  who  had  been  the  confidential 
chaplain  and  alter  ego  of  the  most  trusted  archbishop  ever 
to  tread  the  carpet  of  the  Athenaeum  or  draw  statesmen 
into  his  room  at  the  Lords,  and  had  himself  moved  with 
ease  and  confidence  amidst  the  instruments  of  establish¬ 
ment  power,  the  Upper  House  of  Convocation,  the  columns 
of  The  Times,  the  House  of  Lords  and  the  Athenaeum  itself, 
had  allowed  his  German  obsession  to  overthrow  his  judg¬ 
ment  and  even  his  loyalty. 

It  was  in  fact  in  regard  to  Germany,  both  before  and  dur¬ 
ing  the  war,  that  he  earned  the  title  which  Professor  Donald 
Mackinnon  has  given  to  him,  ‘an  authentic  apostle’.16 
Before  the  war  he  saw  that  Nazism  represented  not  a  tem¬ 
porary  excess  in  an  essential  move  to  hold  back  Bolshevism 
(as  so  many  in  the  governing  elite  saw  it),  but  an  evil  which 
in  subtler  and  therefore  more  dangerous  ways  would  de¬ 
stroy  the  spiritual  life  of  man.  During  the  war  he  saw  that 
the  years  of  attrition  were  gradually  leading  to  assimila¬ 
tion  to  the  dehumanized  brutality  that  supposedly  was 
being  fought.  Against  Nazism  and  against  the  way  that 
Nazism  finally  came  to  be  fought  he  raised  up  the  voice 
of  a  gentle  but  implacable  prophet.  George  Kennedy  Allen 
Bell  was  a  great  man  because  he  saw  to  the  heart  of  the 
Hi1f»trima.  of  our  century,  and  he  did  it  almost  despite  the 
whole  temper  of  his  own  training  and  formation. 

In  the  end  it  was  not  Davidson’s  Bell  but  Sbderblom’s 
Bell  that  remained.  The  techniques  forged  under  Davidson 
were  used  to  the  close  of  Bell’s  life;  the  careful  investiga¬ 
tion,  the  painstaking  documentation,  the  interrogation  of 
the  expert.  The  instruments  of  influence  used  by  Davidson 
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wer<i  grasped  by  his  former  chaplain;  but  the  vision  was 
that  of  the  other  archbishop  who  kindled  Bell’s  slow  but 
steady  fire.  It  was  the  vision  of  a  church  that  transcended 
nationality  even  in  time  of  war,  and  a  church  which  pro- 
claii  led  a  care  for  humanity  without  which  victory  would 
be  a  hollow  farce.  Davidson  lived  secure  in  a  Constanti- 
nian  concordat  between  church  and  state:  Bell,  perhaps 
almost  unconsciously  but  driven  to  it  by  simple  Christian 
obec  fence,  faced  the  fact  that  the  church  had  entered  the 
post  Constantinian  era.  The  measure  of  Bell’s  greatness  was 
the  degree  to  which  he  obeyed  the  plain  demands  of  dis¬ 
ciple  ship  in  his  day,  untrammelled  by  the  restraints  of  his 
own  background.  His  prophetic  vision  came  in  no  ecstatic 
way,  but  in  the  twentieth-century  fashion  of  consultation 
and  conference;  but  to  the  dialogue  of  such  gatherings 
Bell  :ook  the  fruit  of  another  dialogue.  It  was  the  dialogue 
between  God  and  his  own  spirit.  From  that  dialogue  came 
the  p  iwer  to  see  the  tasks  of  a  Christian  leader  in  the  middle 
of  oir  turbulent  century,  and  from  it,  too,  came  the  power 
to  do  them  with  that  dogged  and  unswerving  tenacity  which 
the  w  orld  will  often  call  obstinacy,  but  Christian  men  will 
call  consecration. 

It  was  after  the  Stockholm  conference,  when  Bell  was 
still  t  le  young  Dean  of  Canterbury,  that  Soderblom  wrote 
to  Di  vidson,  ‘This  Bell  never  rings  for  nothing.’17  He  has 
not  slopped  ringing  yet. 
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